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Brokeback Mountain and the White Male
Meghan Callahan '14
The world of Westerns does not initially seem conducive to a
queering environment. The cowboy, as portrayed by John Wayne or Clint
Eastwood, is the unquestioned epitome of adventure, nature, and
masculinity. But modern cinematography has taken a new look at this classic
genre with the film Brokeback Mountain, an examination of the intimacy
that arises between two cowboys, Jack Twist and Ennis Del Mar, and the
manner in which it shapes their lives. Brokeback Mountain challenges the
norms present in the classic Western, troubling strict boundaries between
types of whiteness by blurring the clear dividing lines of accepted binary
oppositions.
The framework of Brokeback Mountain itself immediately positions
the film at a unique angle in which to queer; it is a Western that addresses
the emotionally and sexually intimate relationship of two cowboys. The
Western is a film genre that seems straightforward, a pillar of American
cinema and history, but it is simultaneously "a profoundly homosocial,
unheterosexual form" by the nature of the phallocentric environment of the
wilderness and the absence of women (Dyer 36). It is perhaps unsurprising
that in a world devoid of women, two men would seek physical solace with
one another, but Brokeback Mountain takes this painstakingly crafted
intimacy beyond mere physicality. The relationship between Jack Twist and
Ennis Del Mar is thrust from the wilderness of the mountainside into the
fabric of their daily lives, where women are present and acceptable sexuality
is clearly defined. Virtue is not a murky idea in the larger society where Jack
and Ennis live and work; the white characteristics of "energy, enterprise,
discipline, spiritual elevation, and [acceptable forms of] the white body"
have been ingrained in both, and demanded from them as (particularly male)
individuals (Dyer 21). The Western makes an ideal breeding ground for this
homosocial relationship, a genre of film in which the border between
established and unestablished order can be "pushed endlessly back" (Dyer
33). Within Brokeback Mountain, the demands of the white character are
juxtaposed with the individual weaknesses of the white body beyond the
confines of the civilized. The beginning of the film, in which the
groundwork for Jack and Ennis' lifelong romance is laid, serves as a
microcosm of the Western, a point in history in which the creation and
settlement of their inner selves is underway (Dyer 33). It is in this interior
frontier of the spirit that much of Brokeback Mountain occurs, following the
development of Jack and Ennis as the civilization of the land continues
around them.
The use of different types of camera shots within the film reiterates
this contrast between nature and the civilized. Shots of nature, particularly
the expanses of Brokeback Mountain itself, are long and crisp with an
attention to detail that is muddied when transferred to the dimly lit, cluttered
indoors. The typically Western conventions of film—wide open spaces taken
in with wide shots, as opposed to close-ups of restricted or blocked action,
are observed within the natural world (Dyer 35). However, as soon as
civilization is introduced, the shots become shorter, filled with more
restriction. The narrative of entrapment begins in this stage of the film, as
Ennis and Jack both examine the socially acceptable lives that they inhabit in
contrast to the desires they both desperately wish to fulfill. This stagnation
and the sudden limitedness of action can be a visual shock to the viewer,
mimicking the trapped feeling of both cowboys within their white roles. This
stagnation of the camera is mirrored in the musical score. The repetition of
the same musical phrase permeates almost every scene, creating an
atmosphere of familiarity and evoking a sense of memory and reflection as
the film moves forward. Perhaps most significantly, when the camera views
Jack and Ennis, it lingers. The film has its own love affair with Ennis' jaw,
Jack's eyes, the space or lack of space between their bodies; the Western
filming conventions are abandoned as the conventions of accepted sexuality
are shed by the two men. Both are continually shot clearly and in sharp
detail, like the mountain and the natural world, without the slight blur or
haze that surrounds other characters. This closeness to Jack and Ennis can
become troubling by queering the passage of time. The longest shots of the
film are landscapes, so these closer shots of Jack and Ennis make it difficult
to ascertain the length of time that has passed, especially in light of the acute
details and the almost ageless qualities of the two characters.
One of the visual details that the camera focuses on in shots of
Ennis and Jack throughout the film is the act of smoking. The act of smoking
is a mutual one that both initiate that lends itself to the level of oral fixation.
Ennis pulls out a cigarette, and Jack lights it. Both smoke profusely after sex,
or share cigarettes around a campfire. The whiteness of the smoke draws
attention to the mouth, and the physical act of drawing on a cigarette or the
thick creaminess of the exhale appear intensely sexual. The direction in
which the smoke is exhaled often serves to draw the eye, such as when Ennis
is washing himself and Jack is smoking in the foreground. Jack's exhale
drifts across Ennis' form, targeting the cradle of his hips and billowing out
like a flower, mimicking the nature of a male orgasm. Smoking can also
serve as a distraction, an excuse for Ennis to break eye contact first or an
overture for either to initiate physical closeness. Significantly, the smoke
creates a haze between the viewer and the characters, camouflaging them
from one another and the audience.
This position of the watcher, however obscured, is a vital part of the
cinematography of Brokeback Mountain. The watcher is "the ultimate
position of power in a society that controls people in part through their
visibility" because it renders the watcher itself invisible and in a position to
judge others (Dyer 44). Aguirre, the man in charge of sheep herding on
Brokeback Mountain, serves as a physical representation of this invisible
authority; he spies on Jack and Ennis through binoculars as they wrestle,
witnessing proof of their intimacy. His viewpoint is meaningful because it
directly mirrors the audience's perspective on the couple, to a point where
Aguirre's sudden presence onscreen is surprising. The viewers of the film
become completely authoritative because seeing is equated both to
knowledge and power. They, like Aguirre, are displaced into the third-person
position of power that is uninvolved, and the ultimate position of whiteness
(Dyer 104).
The watchers within the narrative context of Brokeback Mountain
are particularly dangerous because of their capacity to do harm, as in the
murder incident Ennis experienced as a young boy. In the impossibly
homosocial and conservative Western, it is unsafe to express desires that
would mar the aspiration towards whiteness, and even "adaptability could be
easily viewed as the capacity to infiltrate, 'passing'. ..as a kind of corruption
of whiteness" (Dyer 57). It is the fear of detection, of being exposed as just
'passing,' that contributes to Ennis' ultimate denial of a life built with Jack.
Ennis struggles with this lack of sight, blind to the possibility of a future
with Jack and obviously uncomfortable with his intense desire for another
man. This level of discomfort is played through the tension of Ennis' body,
especially the half-closed slits of his eyes that are unable to freely admire
Jack. Conversely, Jack's wide, soulful eyes are rarely removed from Ennis,
gazing openly and emotionally in a manner that Ennis' squinty glances
cannot overwhelm; Ennis, the epitome of the male struggling with whiteness,
must cling to "a sense of separation and boundedness [that] is important to
the white male ego" (Dyer 152). It is Ennis who insists that the intimacy
between them must exist only "way the hell out in the middle of nowhere"
(Brokeback Mountain), away from civilization and in the depths of nature.
Ennis is the one who is never able to leave the outdoor ranch life despite the
poverty it engenders, and his "lament for a loss of closeness to nature"
throughout the film mirrors his longing for Jack and emphasizes his extreme
discomfort in the suffocating, white environment of any town (Dyer 157).
In addition to the physical level of cinematography of Brokeback
Mountain, the contrast between light and dark at both a material and
theoretical level creates a significant troubling of accepted binaries
oppositions. Physically, Jack and Ennis are opposites. Ennis is the ideal
white male: tall, muscular, fair haired and clean-shaven, his dark eyes hidden
by the shadow of his pale hat. Jack is shorter, thinner, with dark hair and
whiskers, and his property—from his clothing to his horse—is all portrayed
in darker shades. Like other Westerns, Brokeback Mountain calls attention to
"the variation in white people; the ways in which some white people fail to
attain whiteness" with the juxtaposition of these two characters' physicality
through lighting (Dyer 35). Jack and Ennis are defined in opposition to each
other, but in the end Brokeback Mountain becomes a film about Ennis Del
Mar. Ennis is heavily lit, both from natural light (the sun, fire) and the
dimmer lighting of the town interior. Not only does his screen time feature
more heavily, but Ennis seems drawn to light when he is onscreen; he stands
near the window when being hired by Aguirre, he is the fire-builder and
leans into the flames in a hungry fashion. Jack thrives in the shadow, as his
position as a herder on the dark mountainside testifies. He dresses in darker,
heavier fabrics with a face that is more shadowed and less liable to catch
light. Action is taken by Jack repeatedly and boldly. He initiates the meeting
with Ennis after they are both hired; he suggests shooting a sheep; he tends
to Ennis' wound and ultimately initiates sex.
Jack's role as an assertive individual is most troubled by this sexual
relationship. After too much alcohol, Ennis chooses to sleep in the campsite
off the mountain, until eventually he is ordered into the tent and out of the
cold by Jack. Not only does Jack initiate this sleeping pattern, but he also
initiates sexual contact, drawing Ennis' hand towards his penis when he
awakens in the early morning. Ennis springs away, startled awake, and it is
Jack who reaches out, casting Ennis into his shadow. Jack, as initiator,
appears to play the role of the corrupter due to the intense shadows utilized
both on his figure and extended from his form. After a moment of tension,
Ennis inclines towards Jack slightly, and they mutually lean into the deeper
area of shadow; Ennis embraces the corruption Jack has brought. Though the
convention of "the man being illuminated by the woman" is widespread in
film, this act of shadowing between the two men is interesting, as is Jack's
"dark desire for the light" that is so frequently cast off of Ennis' skin (Dyer
134, 139). Jack's attempt to kiss Ennis turns into rough wrestling, which
quickly escalates into a sexual encounter. As Jack loosens his belt, a major
role reversal troubles his position as the aggressor: Ennis hauls Jack to the
ground, and it is Ennis who is the top. The sex itself is shadowed and
punctuated by fast breathing and moans that serve as a non-visual guide to
what occurs. In the midst of orgasm, Jack seizes Ennis' hand, increasing the
emotional aspect of the moment. Ennis' certainty of what he wants, once
Jack initiates contact, parallels the idea of the divided white man, an
individual with "a more powerful sex drive but also greater willpower...The
sexual dramas of white men have to do with not being able to resist the
drives or with struggling to master them" (Dyer 27). Though Ennis is always
aware of his desire for Jack, both physically and emotionally, he struggles
with accepting it, and struggles with the need associated with his desires.
On the night after their first encounter, Ennis' turmoil is reflected in
the intensity in his muscles. He lingers by the firelight, slowly drawn away
from it and towards the tent in a tortuous way, almost against his will, until
he squats outside the tent, hat in his hand. Jack, who is shirtless, reaches up
and moves the hat aside, slowly leaning towards Ennis and initiating a kiss,
which is hungrily accepted. Jack pulls Ennis in with the kiss, obscuring the
firelight with their locked mouths and casting them both in shadow. Ennis'
slow acquiesce and eventual acceptance of a desire he cannot accept is so
wrenching because of its tragic portrayal; Ennis epitomizes the manner in
which white men can "give way to darkness" (Dyer 28). It is Jack who
initiates, and Jack who apologizes, comforting Ennis: "I'm sorry. It's all
right. It's all right. Lie back. Come on" (Brokeback Mountain). After this
final order, Ennis lets himself go, stroking Jack until Jack rolls on top of
him, shadowing him as the firelight catches the muscles in his back, and the
distinct outlines of the two merge.
Ennis' tragic nature is alluded to once again, and most directly, after
Jack and Ennis part ways at the end of the summer. After Jack's truck is out
of sight, Ennis starts trembling and limps into an alley where he heaves,
sobbing, and beats the wall. Jack's leaving proves to be too much, and Ennis
does not have the words or the capacity to express his grief. He kneels,
weeping, as though in prayer or supplication, cast as a dark outline against
the sky and the wide expanse of land, framed by the alley's walls. Ennis'
suffering at his inability to express emotion and his incapacity to reconcile
the situation with the world in which he lives illustrates the divided nature of
the white male, in relation "not only to sexuality but also to anything that can
be characterized as low, dark and irredeemably corporeal, reproducing the
structure of feeling of the Christ story" (Dyer 28). Ennis was faced with the
temptation and fear associated with sexuality that made him unable to reach
out to Jack at their goodbye. His kneeling form evokes religious
connotations as the scene fades into his wedding to Alma, underscored with
the spoken words from the Lord's Prayer: "...and lead us not into
temptation" (Brokeback Mountain).
Ennis' married life fails to assuage his white male insecurities.
Little income and lack of stability threaten Ennis' economic status in the
capitalistic society in which he lives. Here, rather than being defined in
lighting or clothing in contrast with Jack, it is this poverty, "the dreariness
and pain of [the working class'] labor that accords [him] lowly status" and
makes him darker, although he is racially white, and inferior (Dyer 57).
Jack's rodeo career, though short-lived, culminates in his marriage to
Lureen, a wealthy woman from a lucrative business background. This
economic disparity problematizes which individual is more white; is it Jack,
so comfortable with his own fluid sexuality with no financial concern, or
Ennis, tortured over his sexual choices and barely making enough to get by?
Neither man, it seems, is whiter than the other, and this exchange of
whiteness problematizes beyond the scope of their characters and into the
society at large.
The relationship between Jack and Ennis, once renewed, pushes the
insecurities regarding their sexual border further back. When they first
reunite, they grasp each other firmly in an embrace. It is Ennis who acts to
break this, grabbing Jack by his lapels and thrusting him into the shadows of
the stairway before knocking his hat aside and roughly kissing him. This
initial assertion of dominance, typical of Jack in their physical relationship,
is initiated for the first time by Ennis. However, sexual encounters supported
by Ennis are limited to the literal shadows of the stairwell, the solitude of a
motel, or the wilderness. Ennis' fear about a more open consummation of
their relationship stems from the murder victim whose body he witnessed as
a child, killed because of his sexuality. Like the society that raised him,
Ennis "fearfs] sexuality if it is allowed to get out of control (out from under
the will)" (Dyer 210). Ennis worries that if their mutual desires "grab hold of
[them] in the wrong time, or the wrong place, [they'll] be dead" (Brokeback
Mountain).Significantly, Ennis' memories of the mangled body are filmed in
a white light that creates an element of the surreal and enhances shadows
oddly; the corpse itself looks like a bloodied smudge, and the pale
environment adds visual weight to the memory. The heavy hand of Ennis's
faceless father squeezes the place where young Ennis' neck meets his
shoulder, and it appears like the hand of judgment, a representation of the
retribution wrought on anyone who corrupts whiteness.
It is this deeply learned dread, linked inextricably with the approval
of the white norm around him, that makes Ennis a more reserved and
cautious lover than Jack. The struggle within Ennis over his conflicting
desire for sexual/emotional satisfaction and societal approval leads to the
discrediting of his identity as a white male. Not to be sexually driven like
Ennis, who is capable of waiting months before another sexual experience,
"is liable to cast a question mark over a man's masculinity—the darkness is
a sign of his true masculinity" (Dyer 28). Conversely, Ennis' very "ability to
control [sexual drives] is a sign of his whiteness" (Dyer 28). The taint of the
darkness of desire and the emasculating nature of whiteness mingle in the
character of Ennis in a way that epitomizes the conflict within the atypical
white male. Sexual desires, the least white of all impulses, are especially
dangerous in homosexual situations because of the lack of reproduction that
can act to excuse heteronormative, white sexual experiences. When Ennis
imagines the murder of Jack, his thoughts are cast in the same pale light as
the horrific memory of his childhood. Jack is a dark smudge bludgeoned by
even darker men, taken from behind in a manner that apes the homosex that
would motivate such an attack.
In a bizarre visual merging of reality and Ennis' inner mind, the
Twist house appears as a white environment with almost no color or contrast
when Ennis goes to visit Jack's parents after his death. The unnatural
whiteness is reflected in the skeletal faces of Mr. and Mrs. Twist, who
embody the idea of whiteness as death, inhabiting a temporal living space
that stifled the life of their son. Even the furniture and appliances are pale or
nonexistent; the home is the physical representation of the absence of
material reality that is inherent to whiteness (Dyer 75). The only part of the
house with clear shadows or solid definition is Jack's closet, where Ennis
discovers the shirts they wore on their last day up at Brokeback Mountain.
The only place in this white abyss that Jack is able to foster the memory of
Ennis takes significance because it is the closet, an allusion to the silence of
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homosexual or queerly sexed individuals in real life. As Ennis sniffs the
scent left on Jack's shirt, hidden in the safety of the shadow, he portrays the
limited escapes available for the deviant white. True whiteness is an ideal
that by nature "can never be attained.. .because ideally white is absence: to
be really, absolutely white is to be nothing" (Dyer 78). Ennis exits the
nothingness of the Twist house, his only remaining connection to Jack
becoming these shirts and a postcard of Brokeback Mountain tacked to his
own closet door.
Brokeback Mountain is a film richly populated with binary
oppositions: staying and going, love and hate, dark and light, nature and
civilization. What makes it a film worthy of remembrance and analysis is
way it moves beyond these binary oppositions, creating an intense troubling
of accepted norms. Through the use of a cinematographic environment,
characters, and a storyline that defy simple categorization, Brokeback
Mountain is a medium that questions the very oppositions it portrays and
challenges the viewers' preconceived notions. Ennis Del Mar and Jack Twist
are white men that cannot satisfactorily fulfill whiteness, giving rise to
questions about the very attainability of whiteness itself and the true
definition of the white male. The tragedy of Brokeback Mountain is not only
the failure of Ennis and Jack to maintain their relationship or their definitions
of self, but their ultimate inability to rise above these societal standards. Jack
explodes at Ennis in their final union, crying out: "I wish I knew how to quit
you!" (Brokeback Mountain). This stagnation, the melodrama of being
actually unable to choose either option in a world made only of binaries, is
the true tragedy of the film; in the final shot the viewer, like both men, is left
only with the memories of a life half-lived.
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The Rippers of Jin de siecle London: Depolarizing the
Urban Landscape in Stevenson's Dr. JekyllandMr. Hyde
and Marsh's The Beetle
Daniel Persia '14
The place is fin de siecle London. The name is "Jack the Ripper."
From the crowded streets of the East End to the wealthy homes of the West,
London was seething at the sight of five brutal murders committed in the
latter half of the nineteenth century. The autumn of 1888 brought with it a
tempest of fear and anxiety, as the Ripper defiled the Whitechapel area while
tearing apart the social fabric. Published just two years "before 'Jack' made
his own spectacular appearance," Robert Louis Stevenson's The Strange
Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde has become the subject of sustained
criticism in relation to London's unknown killer (Bloom et al. 126). Richard
Mansfield's stage production of the tale reached London's Lyceum Theater
only weeks before the death of Mary Ann Nichols, the Ripper's first victim.
Moreover, Mansfield himself was accused of the crime, perhaps because, as
Hubbard states, "[he] depicted, with horrible animal vigour and with intense
and reckless force of infernal malignity, the exultant wickedness of the
bestial and frenzied Hyde" (54). Mansfield was not alone, however, as more
than a thousand London residents were either arrested or questioned during
the investigation (74). As London desperately sought to unveil the Ripper's
identity, the case penetrated all sectors of society, reaching lower-class
prostitutes, wealthy elites, journalists and authors alike. Ranee notes, for
instance, "the Jack the Ripper case was preoccupying Stoker as he
contemplated writing Dracula" (440). Thus, Ripperologists have linked the
case to Gothic fiction both before and after the killings, searching for
representations of London and manifestations of fin de siecle anxiety that
may have influenced, or been influenced by, the Ripper's crimes.
I should affirm that the purpose of this essay is not to identify the
Ripper, nor to suggest that Mansfield, or any other member of the accused,
had any part in the crimes. Harrington asserts, "Jack the Ripper has only a
tenuous connection with the Whitechapel murderer. He is more a Gothic
monster than a real person" (5). I treat the Ripper as such, briefly exploring
existing connections to the Gothic canon before hypothesizing several that
have yet to be delineated. For over a century's time, the critical lens has
maintained its focus on the two aforementioned texts, Jekyll and Hyde and
Dracula, while excluding another prominent work of the fin de siecle period:
The Beetle. Published in September 1897, just two months after Dracula,
Richard Marsh's The Beetle initially garnered more popularity than Stoker's
now critically acclaimed tale. Although they have yet to surface in critical
discourse, the parallels between Jack the Ripper and the Beetle—touching on
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notions of landscape, naming, and the objedification of the human body—
abound. My goal is to establish The Beetle's place in the discourse, paying
careful attention to the intricacies of London and the changing social
composition of the time.
To establish these parallels, I progress along a fairly linear path.
First, I construct the fin de siecle urban landscape and argue that the
polarization of London into east and west ends, a common practice
employed by cultural critics, is counterproductive when examining the
Ripper case. I frame my argument in the context of Jekyll and Hyde, a text
that helps to explain why the dichotomization of London, though an easily
identifiable approach, ultimately fails to address the nature of human
existence. The landscapes of Jekyll and Hyde and the Ripper case prove to
be one and the same. Moreover, in recreating Victorian London as it existed
during the terror of 1888,1 establish an atmosphere that lends itself to a more
conscious analysis of The Beetle. Free to roam the streets of London,
entangling the Holts of the East End with the Athertons of the West End, the
Beetle establishes her/him/itself as a danger object, or a representation of
fear, that closely resembles the Ripper (see a synopsis of Marsh's novel
below). In identifying the similarities between these two figures, I show that
both the Ripper and the Beetle are "simultaneously nobody, somebody, and
everybody," consuming the state of London by controlling the Victorian
mind (Lonsdale 98). After constructing such a comparison, I explore a
simple question: why does the Beetle remain utterly absent from critical
discourse on the Ripper? The answer, by no means complete, draws on an
overarching philosophy of language, applied to the identities of the Beetle
and Jack the Ripper in the broader cultural context of fin de siecle anxiety.
Stevenson's Jekyll and Hyde begins with the narrative of Mr.
Utterson, a sensible London lawyer whose client, Dr. Jekyll, writes a will to
transfer his property to the mysterious Mr. Hyde. Utterson discovers the will
shortly after hearing a story about Hyde from his good friend Enfield, in
which Hyde tramples a young girl, vanishes from the scene, and returns with
a check signed by Jekyll as compensation for his misdoing. Upon meeting
Hyde for the first time, Utterson remarks on his deformed, curious
appearance: "God bless me, the man seems hardly human! Something
troglodytic . . . the mere radiance of a foul soul" (42). Nearly a year later,
"London [is] startled by a crime of singular ferocity," as a servant girl
witnesses Hyde beating to death Sir Danvers Carew, a high-ranking official
of Parliament (46). Suspecting Hyde to be the killer, Utterson visits Dr.
Jekyll, who claims to have disconnected himself from Hyde and soon
isolates himself within the confines of his laboratory. Utterson later breaks
into the laboratory and discovers "the body of a man sorely contorted and
still twitching . . . dressed in clothes far too large for him," which appear to
belong to Jekyll (67). Reading Jekyll's "full statement of the case," we find
out that he was "not truly one, but truly two," as he had concocted a potion
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to transform himself into Hyde but ultimately lost control (78-79). The end
of Jekyll's letter marks the end of his life and brings the novel to a close.
Given Sir Danvers Carew's high position in society and the brutal
nature of Hyde's crime, Stevenson transforms London into a state of
complete disorder. Curtis states, "the protagonist in this neo-Gothic tale
personified both the genius and the depravity of this great city, wherein a
much-respected West End doctor could degenerate into a monster acting out
his malevolent fantasies in the East End with 'ape-like fury'" (35). In
utilizing the phrase "ape-like fury," a phrase that Utterson employs to
describe the murder of Carew, Curtis attributes his thought to the second,
more apparent crime of the novel (which he locates in the East End)
(Stevenson 46). However, before Hyde "[hails] down a storm of blows" to
Carew after clubbing him to the ground, he stomps on an innocent girl "like
some damned Juggernaut" in the West End of London (46, 33; italics mine).
In relating the first incident to Utterson, Enfield reveals, "my way lay
through a part of town where there was literally nothing to be seen but street
lamps . . . street after street, all lighted up as if for a procession" (33). Curtis
notes that streetlights were absent in the East End of London at the time, thus
locating the first incident amidst the wealth represented by Carew (34).
Consequently, Hyde, the degenerate, East End incarnation of a "much-
respected West End doctor," commits his atrocities on both sides of the city;
his name truly does "stink from one end of London to the other" (Curtis 35;
Stevenson 33). Thus, we see the crime and darkness associated with the
lower classes merge with the wealth and lightness of the upper classes. We
must not view London as a polarized city, split into West and East by a
definitive boundary, but rather as a unified city, in which both ends are
inextricably linked, each holding the potential to influence the other.
Jack the Ripper walked the same streets that Jekyll and Hyde did
only two years after the publication of Stevenson's novel. The Ripper
committed his first crime on August 31, 1888, cutting the throat of Mary
Ann Nichols, a prostitute working the streets of Whitechapel, from ear to
ear, and then disemboweling her body. Within a ten-week period, the Ripper
replicated his crime against four other women, all (but one) middle-aged
prostitutes working in the Whitechapel area; or, "daughters of joy,"
"unfortunates," and "sisters of the abyss," as the common euphemisms ran
(Hubbard 10-11, 67). Coville and Lucanio question whether the Ripper
"plunged his knife into five, seven, ten, or twenty ladies of the evening,"
while Cullen notes the dispute over "eight, eleven, or as many as fourteen
victims" (21; qtd. in Hubbard 66). The exact number of victims is unclear,
yet those who study the case agree that at least five women suffered the
Ripper's brutality. The last of these women, twenty-five-year-old Mary
Kelly, was not found on the street like the others, but rather in her own
home. She was "horribly dissected, [her] internal organs laid out by the
bedside, blood and flesh on walls, furniture and floors," and police took
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quick note that it was, "by far, the most violent and grisly murder" of them
all (Tropp 116; Hubbard 67).
I bring up the victims not to position them as passive objects of the
Ripper's aggression, but rather to search for their voice, long lost in the
discourse surrounding London's unknown killer. Lonsdale observes, "the
most glaring omission in representations of the Ripper's murders is the
scarcity of the victims'—of women's—stories altogether, stories
overshadowed by repeated exhibition of their bodies through photographs,
diagrams, and courtroom testimony describing their mutilations" (103).
Likewise, the most glaring omission in Jekyll and Hyde is the voice of
women, for their presence is virtually nonexistent in the novel. In both
cases, women are treated as extras in a play. The girl "screaming on the
ground," trampled by Hyde, transforms into the prostitute lying on the
streets, silenced by the Ripper (Stevenson 33). Lonsdale further notes that
the media's portrayal of the "sexually promiscuous female body . . . [within]
the labyrinthine city, including the illicit and squalid Whitechapel setting,"
diminished the voice of women during the Ripper investigation (104). The
image of women as lower-class sex objects forced their socially constructed
identity onto the streets of the East End, where they met with a conflagration
of other influences and quickly became lost in the crowd.
After 1880, Jewish refugees fleeing pogroms in Russia and Eastern
Europe flooded the streets of London. The population grew from 1.8 million
to 4.5 million people, and the gap between the rich and the poor steadily
widened (Curtis 33). Fish-curers, slaughterhouses, skinners, and furriers
began to occupy the East End, "urine and blood . . . running out of the front
doors . . . onto the pavement and into the gutter" (qtd. in Hubbard 62).
Prostitutes, loosely defined as women who "transgressed the bourgeois code
of morality," frequently worked the streets (Nead 349). Moreover, after the
serial killings began, the wealthy disguised themselves and took "field trips"
to the slums of Whitechapel "to view with horror and fascination the lower
classes" (11). Curtis describes what they may have seen—and smelled—in
vivid detail: "the daily deposit of tons of animal and human excrement and
the presence of open sewers, cesspools, pigsties, and the remnants of
carcasses of over thirteen thousand animals slaughtered every week in
knackers' yards combined to infuse London's air with a noxious stench."
Curtis further notes, "few East Enders could avoid the sight of prostrate
bodies—dead, half-alive, or dead-drunk—lying in the streets or wynds" (42).
However, the precision of the crimes suggested that the Ripper murders were
"the work of a depraved doctor," expanding the focus from London's
impoverished East End to the West End, a shift from internal to external
conflict (Bloom et al. 122; Walkowitz 362). Thus, we have a landscape
similar to that found in Jekyll and Hyde; both ends of the city are
inextricably linked, with no definitive boundary separating the crime and
pollution associated with the East from the wealth attributed to the West.
Although the "multicultural mix" of East End London was the setting of the
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Ripper's crimes, we should not polarize the city and place a divide between
the social classes (Dimolianis 15). The same holds true in Marsh's London,
where crime touches all classes of society and London transforms into the
true fin de siecle city that it became after the terror of Jack the Ripper.
Richard Marsh's The Beetle takes the form of an epistolary novel,
similar to that of Stoker's Dracula and the sensation novels of Wilkie
Collins. The novel begins with "the surprising narration of Robert Holt," a
starving "office worker turned house-breaker" who enters an empty home on
London's West End (Marsh 41; Wolfreys 26). Holt becomes mesmerized
into subjection by a strange creature, the Beetle, who is later revealed to be a
priest of the cult of Isis. The Beetle, seeking revenge upon Paul Lessingham,
a Radical politician who desecrated the cult's desert temple, entangles Holt
in his ploy against Marjorie Lindon, the woman to whom Lessingham is
secretly engaged. The Beetle soon encounters "Sydney Atherton, Esquire,"
an upper-class experimental scientist who designs devices for "legalized
murder"—what we now refer to as weapons of mass destruction (Marsh 91,
102). In love with Marjorie and thus hostile toward Lessingham, Atherton
plots to eliminate the politician but is continually outmaneuvered by the
Beetle, who ends up abducting Marjorie. Stripped to her skin and dressed as
a man, Marjorie, under mesmeric trance, accompanies the Beetle through the
streets of London. Atherton and Lessingham, with the aid of "the honorable
Augustus Champnell," a "member of the aristocracy turned 'Confidential
Agent,'" are able to track them down, leading to a train wreck that
apparently obliterates the Beetle while allowing them to recover the
traumatized Marjorie (Marsh 235; Wolfreys 26). Marjorie follows through
with her engagement to Lessingham and Atherton marries a rich heiress
named Dora Greyling, but the mystery of the Beetle remains unsolved.
Champnell is not convinced that "the Thing is not still existing—a creature
born neither of God nor man," and thus, although The Beetle comes to a
close, the uncertainty of the Beetle remains (Marsh 322).
The Beetle is an object of indefinition, a figure of catachresis that
has no proper identity. Julian Wolfreys suggests that one read the Beetle as
a "hieroglyphic writing . .. irreducible to any particular meaning" (33). In
doing so, we must first examine the characters, or the textual features, that
compose the hieroglyph:
There was not a hair upon his face or head, but, to make up for it,
the skin, which was a saffron yellow, was an amazing mass of
wrinkles. The cranium, and, indeed, the whole skull, was so small
as to be disagreeably suggestive of something animal. The nose, on
the other hand, was abnormally large; so extravagant were its
dimensions, and so peculiar its shape, it resembled the beak
of some bird of prey. A characteristic of the face—and an
uncomfortable one!—was that, practically, it stopped short at the
mouth. The mouth, with its blubber lips, came immediately
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underneath the nose, and chin, to all intents and purposes,
there was none. (Marsh 53)
So how do we read this saffron yellow, birdlike, blubber-lipped creature?
Shortly after Holt provides the above description, he falls victim to the
Beetle's mesmeric advances and, in accordance with the creature's command
("Undress!"), exposes his white body (55). Hurley observes that, although
the novel later "relieves" the reader of the fear associated with male
homoerotic desire by asserting the oriental's femininity, the creature's
"sadistic, quasisexual attacks on Marjorie" become even more disturbing
(203). Thus, Luckhurst constructs a playful title for the hieroglyph: "the
liminal man-woman-goddess-beetle-Thing," a name that merits closer
attention ("Trance" 160).
Luckhurst's choice of the descriptor "liminal" establishes a motif
that we can trace to position the Beetle within the city of London. Margree
classifies Holt as a "liminal" figure as well, "a man on the brink of social and
legal categories" as a result of his unemployment and subsequent spiral into
destitution (65). Holt, a self-proclaimed "penniless, homeless tramp,"
should remind us of London's East End during the 1880s (41). Luckhurst
expands on this connection to the landscape of Jekyll and Hyde by asserting
that Stevenson's work is a "liminal text on the threshold of a Freudian age,"
connecting Hyde to the id—the raw, untamed portion of man (185; Coville
and Lucanio, 19). Likewise, Lonsdale deems Jack the Ripper a "liminal
figure," exploring the "unknowability" that surrounds the killer's identity
(102-103). Such unknowability allowed for possible copycat crimes and
wrongful accusations, giving Jack the "amorphous ability to inhabit more
than one physical body," a capacity that mirrors the Beetle's shape-shifting
ways (Bloom et al. 124-125). Thus, Jack the Ripper, like Jekyll/Hyde, Holt,
and the Beetle, occupied a position on both ends of London; no boundary
prevented him from crossing from East to West, and no boundary prevented
the fear that he represented from penetrating society in the opposite-most
corners of the city. Furthermore, Hyde crosses the boundaries of human
science and existence; Holt shatters the stratification of social classes as his
naked body runs amok through the streets of Victorian London; and the
Beetle writhes her way into private spaces, including the human mind, with
complete disregard for personal boundaries. Each character traverses the
landscape, making a polarizing approach that splits London into East and
West utterly inadequate.
Thus far, I have shown that Jack the Ripper and the Beetle each
represent "somebody": a liminal figure existing within the fluidity of
Victorian London. I have yet to show how they are simultaneously
"nobody" and "everybody"; with that task in hand, I now proceed. While
the East/West dichotomy in Jekyll and Hyde manifests internally, primarily
within London, the East/West dichotomy in The Beetle manifests externally
as well, recreating itself into a dichotomy between the Orient and the
Occident. This polarization is again ineffectual, as the very notion of
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foreignness rests on a socially constructed perception of one's relationship to
society at large. Hurley invokes Said's Orientalism to deconstruct the
binary: "the East, defined by the West, in terms of all those qualities the
West rejects for or denies in itself, serves as a 'surrogate or even
underground self for the West." Although the Beetle is presented as the
"barbaric other," she establishes a permanent link to the "highly civilized
Westerner" that cannot be ignored (195). Thus, in regard to the East and the
West, one cannot be understood without the other. In order to fully apply
Said's model to the landscape of The Beetle, we first need a more detailed
glimpse of London society at the end of the nineteenth century.
Popular theories have suggested that Jack the Ripper, like the
Beetle, was a foreigner.
A description circulated in the September 11, 1888, issue of the London
Times advised London residents to be on the lookout for a man who "spoke
with a foreign accent," having a "rather dark beard and moustache. Dress-
shirt, dark vest and trousers, black scarf, and black felt hat" (Coville and
Lucanio 133-134). This statement coalesced with the belief that the Ripper
"could not have been English by birth or heritage because . . . no Englishman
could reasonably have been guilty of such barbaric acts" (133). Moreover,
the social composition of London reinforced the possibility that Jack was of
foreign descent: "the steady flow of impoverished European Jews into the
East End reinforced the West End view of the district as populated by people
of a darker skin and/or swarthier complexion, and therefore primitive
qualities." Jewish immigrants were accompanied by "thousands of Irish-
born residents . .. [and] smaller numbers of Germans, French, Italians,
Lascars, Africans, Chinese, and Malays—all of whom gave the East End its
reputation as England's main port of entry for destitute 'passengers' from all
over the world" (Curtis 41). Some theorists even pointed the finger at
Russian immigrants, claiming that their close ties to nihilism and frequent
participation in secret societies made them more viable candidates for the
Ripper (Bloom et al. 121). And it was not only mainstream West London
that noticed the influx of foreigners; Queen Victoria herself suggested
inspecting the crews of foreign ships when she heard that the Ripper was
thought to be an outsider (Tropp 112-113). The entire state of London was
being sucked into a vortex of anti-foreign agitation, and not a single person
was immune to its effects.
No other "thing" in nineteenth century British literature serves as a
closer parallel to Jack the Ripper's amorphous identity than the Beetle.
Expanding on Holt's earlier observations of the creature, Atherton notes,
"his costume was reminiscent of the 'Algerians' whom one finds all over
France . . . he wore a burnoose, — the yellow, grimy-looking article of the
Arab of the Soudan, not the spick and span Arab of the boulevard" (Marsh
103). However, Atherton questions the Beetle's origin when noting that the
creature, "oriental to the finger-tips," was "hardly an Arab,.. . [and] was not
a fellah,—he was not, unless I erred, a Mohammedan at all. There was
something about him which was distinctly not Mussulmanic." Thus,
Atherton classifies the Beetle as a foreigner, "whatever his race may be," but
he cannot make up us mind "as to the exact part of the east from which he
came" (140). In contrast, Miss Louisa Coleman, the Beetle's neighbor and
an informant to Lessingham and Champnell while on the chase, is more
direct in her approach. Unwilling to be hollered at, she denies Atherton
entrance to her home before sharing some remarks about her curious new
neighbor with the others. She refers to the mysterious presence as "Mr.
Arab," a foreigner with "one of them dirty-coloured bedcover sort of things .
. . wrapped all over his head and round his body" (273). Although their
personalities clash, Atherton and Miss Coleman agree that the Beetle's
strange ways are "oftener found, thank goodness, in the east than in the
west" (105). The characters of Marsh's novel are unable to identify the
origin of the Beetle, just as the inhabitants of fin de siecle London were
unable to identify the origin of the Ripper. By constructing the image of the
Ripper as a foreigner terrorizing the streets of the city's East End, the people
of London essentially created the Beetle nearly ten years before Marsh did.
To corroborate this statement, I return to the urban landscape and
Said's theory of Orientalism. We know that Marsh's Beetle lives on the
West End, for Holt reveals that "only Hammersmith was left" in his search
for food and shelter. However, the Beetle's neighborhood is poorly lit, its
roads "rough and uneven," and its cottages "crumbling to decay" (Marsh
45). Thus, we see the qualities the West denies for itself on a micro scale,
with London's West End serving as a microcosm of the Western World. The
Beetle is as much an embodiment of London's decaying high society as she
is the sexually perverse and occult other. Like Mr. Hyde, who lives in Soho,
one of the more fashionable parts of London until a mid-century influx of
immigrants and an 1854 outbreak of cholera, the Beetle brings out the
degeneracy of her environment (Danahay 18). Similarly, if "only a
cultivated intellectual run amok" could have committed the Ripper killings
—what some have referred to as the "upper-class maniac theory"—, then the
Ripper surely would have inhabited London's West End, representing such
degeneracy alongside the Beetle (Walkowitz 364). Thus, both the Beetle
and the Ripper are foreign, live on London's West End, and embody the
decadence of fin de siecle London, becoming the underground self for the
city's upper echelons. We now have a description of these two
indeterminate figures, prompting us to explore the names that accompany it.
By assigning a set of attributes to each figure, we are conforming to
the descriptivist theory of naming. Although the theory is composed of a set
of theses, I engage with only the first, as it will be the most useful in
advancing the parallels between the Beetle and the Ripper within the scope
of this essay. Saul Kripke summarizes the first thesis of the descriptivist
theory in the following way: "To every name or designating expression X,
there corresponds a cluster of properties <D such that A (an individual
engaged in naming a thing) believes <S> applies to X (71). In our case, "the
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police in London [A] use the name 'Jack' or 'Jack the Ripper' [X] to refer to
the man, whoever he is, who committed all these murders, or most of them
[O]. Then they are giving the reference of the name by a description" (79-
80). The cluster of properties <I>, as we have defined it above, might include
the Ripper being foreign, upper class, or the murderer of five prostitutes in
the Whitechapel area; a cluster for the Beetle would be similar, with the
details of the crimes changed. As a causal theorist, Kripke identifies the
proper name 'Jack the Ripper' as an exception to his thesis that a name's
referent is always fixed by the act of naming; or, in other words, the name
becomes a rigid designator of that object (79). Without a fixed referent, Jack
the Ripper is "nobody." However, simultaneously he transforms into
"everybody" who fits the description; "theoretically, the 'Ripper' could live
next door," so long as he displayed each property of <D (a coincidence for
Miss Coleman?) (Hubbard 82). This paradox sheds light on London's
anxiety during the investigation of the Jack the Ripper killings, but it also
leads to a deeper question about the legacy of Marsh's novel: why has Jack
the Ripper become the "everybody," and the Beetle the "nobody," of critical
discourse surrounding nineteenth century, fin de siecle British literature
when both names are rooted in nearly equivalent descriptions?
Kelly Hurley offers a number of possible explanations for the
Beetle's absence in critical discourse. She identifies the novel's "Gothicized
version of rape," "conflation of abject female sexuality with oriental
barbarism," and "oriental incursion, with white slavery and genocide as its
end," as central, though oftentimes unpalatable, aspects of the work (193-
194, 197). I offer a different explanation: The Beetle is simultaneously
behind and ahead of its time, a liminal text hovering in the Gothic canon.
Using the descriptivist theory outlined above, we let X be the designating
expression 'fin de siecle Victorian London.' Our cluster of properties <I>
includes a wrongfully polarized city (as demonstrated through our discussion
of landscape in Jekyll and Hyde) and an increasingly polarized world (as
shown through our discussion of landscape in The Beetle), with Jack the
Ripper as the link between the two. That leaves us as A, the individuals
engaged in naming X. In order to attribute <D to X, we need a full set of
properties; without the East/West dichotomy in Jekyll and Hyde, the
East/West dichotomy in The Beetle is incomplete, and vice versa. Moreover,
without understanding the context of Jack the Ripper, we cannot deconstruct
each dichotomy to create the liminal fin de siecle atmosphere. The Beetle
often diverts the reader's attention to after the turn of the century; Atherton's
occupation, for instance, hints at a world war, while the Beetle's foreignness
foreshadows the evolving global context of the twentieth century. But in
ignoring the period before the turn of the century, namely the Jack the
Ripper case, we do not have the complete landscape of Victorian London.
Thus, the/m de siecle name has no direct referent but is rather the
manifestation of anxiety as portrayed in Jekyll and Hyde, The Beetle, and the
Jack the Ripper case. The Beetle deserves a place in the critical discourse
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surrounding Jack the Ripper, for without it, the discourse, as intended to
reconstruct fin de siecle London, cannot function to its fullest extent.
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"A Little Jelly-Jar Smile:" How Beloved's Amy Denver
Rebukes Sambo, Nat, and the Cultural Dictates of White
Poverty
Sarah Amthor '13
A To Kill a Mockingbird, set during the Great Depression in a small
Alabama town, engrained into the American memory the long history of the
use of law and justice in the South to persecute blacks. If a black man was
accused by a white woman of a crime, regardless of the evidence, he would
almost certainly be pronounced guilty, and conversely, there was certainly
no place where he could seek redress for injustices and crimes committed
against him by a white. For even if the white came from a poor, disreputable
background, the underlying tenet of the law in the South, beginning with
slavery in the 1600's and continuing until the last quarter of the twentieth
century, was the positioning of blacks at the bottom of the social ladder. In
the Southern legal system no white person, regardless of their economic or
social status, could be decided against if their interests or claims conflicted
with those of a black person. As W.J. Cash argues in "The Mind of the
South," wealthy southern planters utilized this prejudice as a political tool,
stirring up prejudice against blacks to create an illusion of kinship with poor
whites and thereby obtain their acquiescence in their poverty and
exploitation (344). Thus, in spite of Atticus Finch's convincing legal
defense of Tom Robinson, a black man falsely accused of rape by a low
class, poorly spoken white woman in To Kill a Mockingbird, Tom's
conviction is predetermined by the Southern legal system's elevation of the
word of a white woman above a black man.
Racial allegiance and prejudice trouncing class prejudice is also the
norm in the pre- and post-emancipation world depicted in Toni Morrison's
Beloved. Beloved is set in the mid- nineteenth century in three places: a
house on the outskirts of Cincinnati, Ohio, a plantation in Kentucky called
Sweet Home, and the wilderness surrounding the Ohio River dividing the
two states. The novel opens in Cincinnati after the Civil War, where Sethe, a
former slave, lives with her grown daughter, Denver. They have been left by
her mother-in-law, Baby Suggs, who passed away from heartbreak, and her
two sons, who fled her home, haunted as it was by the ghost of Sethe's other
daughter, the baby girl who Sethe killed upon seeing slave-catchers and her
old master approaching her home. Sethe, we learn, was driven to this
unspeakable action by the belief that death was preferable to a half-life in
slavery. Grieving and grappling with the memory of this unspeakable action
as well as the horrors of slavery dominate the characters of the novel. Soon
after the opening of Beloved, two characters arrive to push Sethe and Denver
out of the eighteen years of frozen time since Beloved's death: Paul D, the
last of the Sweet Home men, and Beloved, the grown-up embodiment of her
dead baby girl and the namesake of the novel.
Throughout the novel, Toni Morrison explores how the enslavement
of blacks and the social construction of blackness have dug into the psyche
of whites and blacks, eroding the humanity of both. As George Fredrickson
argues in "White Images of Black Slaves," in the last thirty years of slavery
the Southern aristocracy, to justify slavery as a benevolent institution in the
face of the growing strength of the Northern abolitionist campaign,
increasingly represented slaves through the image of "Sambo," the simple-
minded but loyal slave who worshipped his master and depended on him for
survival. However, while Sambo the slave was emphasized, he lived
alongside Nat Turner (the leader of an 1831 slave rebellion) in the white
imagination, writhing and seething in his chains, waiting for the opportunity
to break free and kill his masters (38-39). The allegiance of whites against
blacks, fuelled by the mindset that slaves needed a master—for Sambo's
helplessness and Nat's violent urges warranted a pater familias and a
slavedriver, respectively—is a much stronger determinant of behavior than
resentment between different classes in Beloved, although divisions between
whites and blacks of different classes are also evident in the novel. Thus,
low class whites in Beloved, rather than uniting with blacks on account of
their exploitation by the same group, use the accepted inferiority of blacks as
an opportunity to feel a semblance of power in identifying with upper class
whites. This is perhaps because class hegemony, as Raymond Williams
argues in "Marxism and Literature," is deeply entrenched in our culture: "the
lived dominance and subordination of particular classes" infuses the "whole
of our living," affecting "our senses and assignments of energy" so that we
accept class differences as natural and inherent (110). By contrast, the racial
"Other" is a visible outsider to the "dominant culture," and accordingly, poor
whites saw themselves as having more differences from poor blacks than
white plantation owners even though they shared more life experiences with
the former (Mahoney 331). In fact, Morrison draws more attention to class
resentment within the black community than the white: no former slave
woman should hold her "head.. .too high" or her "back.. .too straight", we
learn, or make it known that she is doing better than getting by, as Baby
Suggs tdoes by hosting an impromptu feast for her entire community
(Morrison 161, 179). In the tumultuous racial setting before and after the
end of slavery, we are provided with one surprising and significant exception
to the poor white tendency of exploiting rather than commiserating with
blacks: Amy Denver, whose unexpected, socially deviant kindness toward
Sethe draws our attention to the way that racism was in a sense the opium of
the poor, disenfranchised white masses.
Shortly after Paul D arrives at 124 Bluestone Road he decides to
take Sethe and Denver to the carnival in town, which is hosting a special day
for blacks to attend, called "Colored Thursday" (58). The narrator tells us
repeatedly of different ways the performers, who are not black, slight their
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black audience and give them less for their money, although insisting that
these intended slights actually enhanced the festival. "The barker called
them and their children names ('Pickanninies free!') but the food on his vest
and the hole in his pants rendered it fairly harmless;" the "One-ton lady spit
at them" but the audience "got a big kick out of the helpless meanness in her
little eyes;" and the "Arabian Nights Dancer cut her performance to three
minutes instead of the usual fifteen" but this "won the gratitude of the
children, who could hardly wait for Abu snake charmer" (58). According to
the narrator, "Two pennies and an insult were well spent if it meant seeing
the spectacle of whitefolks making a spectacle of themselves" (58). These
low class carnival performers, the narration implies, consented to be gawked
at and provide entertainment for their white audience even though their
performance would necessarily put their inferior social class on display, but
when forced to perform for a black audience, many of whom are their
economic equals, they balked and protested because performing was an act
of subservience which on Colored Thursday translated to their demotion
below blacks on the social ladder. Thus, the performers were able to accept
their position as the "subjugated class" relative to the white carnival-goers,
having "internalized" the system of "class rule" within the white race as a
natural state of affairs. This internalization was possible because hegemony
is not simply a "pure and simple" ruling class "ideology" which people are
made to accept through "manipulation or indoctrination," but a "practical
consciousness" which is felt and perceived as "simple experience" and
"common sense" (Williams 110, 109). It was tolerable to perform and act
for whites on the regular carnival days, but Colored Thursday went too far in
suggesting the radical and threatening possibility that the white performers
could exist as subservient to blacks.
According to W.J. Cash, the imagined brotherhood of the poor
white man with the plantation owner in the South arose from the fact that the
plantation owner's excess of slave labor "exempted him [the poor white
man] from all direct exploitation" and "left his independence totally
unimpaired" (Cash 344, 340). Strikingly, the plantation owner was in fact
responsible for pushing the poor yeoman into "the marginal lands of the
South" where either the "poorness of the soil" or the "great inaccessibility of
markets" would ensure that he was "completely barred off from escape or
economic and social advance" (Cash 344, 340). Additionally, the "master
group" of Southern aristocrats to which he belonged possessed a "high pride
of birth," attached great importance to their "claim to gentility," and
privately valued their ability to distinguish themselves from the common
white man of the "backcountry" (343). However, they were able to prevent
the "twinges of class awareness" from becoming the primary determinant of
the common white man's "deepest loyalties and hates" through the
institution of slavery (343). The tool at the white aristocracy's disposal was
the "vastly ego-warming and ego-expanding distinction between the white
man and the black:" slavery not only meant that the white man was "not
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exploited directly, he was himself made by extension a member of the
dominant class" (345). The lower class white performers at the carnival on
Colored Thursday unsurprisingly seize this "ego-warming" distinction
between themselves and their black audience as an opportunity to ease the
humiliation of poverty, as do all white characters in Beloved except for one.
The nephew of the schoolteacher of Sweet Home, "the one who had
nursed her while his brother held her down," had used the enslavement of
Seme to transfer the ample abuse which he received from his uncle to
someone below him. The nephew is enacting the cultural norm of poor
whites treating their inferiors, both slaves and free blacks, as badly as they
had been treated, and then some. His conformity to this norm is evident in
his thought process upon witnessing Sethe's murder of her other baby as one
of the four men on the mission to bring her and her children back to Sweet
Home: "What she go and do that for? On account of a beating? Hell, he'd
been beat a million times and he was white" (176). The narrator of this
account of the four men who arrive to return Sethe and her children to
slavery speaks from their perspective, illustrating the white man's
expectation of Sambo and Nat to be bound up in the slave, the latter
especially in a slave reckless enough to try to escape. The narrator describes
the caution needed to catch a slave, for he or she, "caught red-handed,"
might "smile even, like a child caught dead with his hand in the jelly jar,"
but "even then you couldn't tell" for "the very nigger with his head hanging
and a little jelly-jar smile on his face could all of a sudden roar" and
"commence to do disbelievable things" (174). The slave-catcher's readiness
to see Nat emerge out of sweet Sambo is illuminated as such: "The more
coloredpeople spent their strength trying to convince them of how gentle
they were, how clever and loving, how human, the more they used
themselves up.. .and the deeper and more tangled the jungle grew inside,"
the jungle which the "whitefolks had planted in them" but which also turned
back around and "invaded the whites who made it" (234). As Fredrickson
argues, the idea of "silly" Sambo and "bloody" Nat were the reflection of the
very elements whites saw growing in themselves via the practice of
enslaving others (234).
Although Mr. and Mrs. Garner, the masters of Sweet Home, are not
as poor as the carnival performers or the orphaned nephew, and view and
treat blacks as better than a Sambo or Nat, they adhere to the social
distinction between white and black and thus render their benevolent
treatment of their slaves a source of pride, assuaging their consciousness as
slaveholders. Lillian Garner "never pushed, hit, or called [Baby Suggs]
mean names," and Mr. Garner's slave men were "allowed, encouraged to
correct Garner, even defy him," to "invent ways of doing things," and to
consider themselves "men" worth "listening to" (147). But Mr. Garner's
boasting upon delivering Baby Suggs to Ohio of his fine treatment of her, as
well as Mrs. Garner's laughing at Sethe's naive desire to have a wedding
ceremony, together illustrate that Mr. and Mrs. Garner subscribed to the ego-
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warming distinction, allowing them feelings of self-righteousness regarding
the good treatment of their slaves (31, 172). The narrator tells us that the
white brother and sister, friends of the Garners, who are charged with
introducing Baby Suggs into freed life, "two angels" in Mr. Garner's eyes,
did so because they "hated slavery more than they hated slaves" (162). This
is a bizarre statement on the surface, but it implies that even the whites who
opposed "even Garner's kind" of slavery are affected by the culturally
defined "Otherness" of blacks, unable to see them as fully human as
themselves (162). However, this norm of whites mistreating blacks and/or
deriving pride from treating them decently has one exception in Beloved in
the form of Amy Denver.
Amy Denver is a poor young white woman, a runaway servant who,
en route to Boston and the dream of carmine velvet, encounters the fugitive,
pregnant Sethe, lost and near death in the Kentucky backwoods. Amy brings
Sethe to an old shed for shelter, massages Sethe's feet and back, and finally
helps Sethe deliver her baby before sending her off to freedom, saving Sethe
and baby Denver's life. The narrator makes clear that Amy comes from a
position of servitude under an unkind master, Mr. Buddy, who "had a right
evil hand" and would "whip you for looking at him straight;" once Mr.
Buddy "threw the poker" at Amy for just that offense (93). Amy uses
uncouth and ugly language to describe blacks that she likely learned in Mr.
Buddy's house. Amy reminds Sethe that she "don't know nothing," just like
the "old nigger girl" who sewed "real fine lace" for Mrs. Buddy but who
could "barely stick two words together," and also warns Sethe that if she
must die she better "go on off somewhere" because Amy doesn't want to see
her "ugly black face hankering over me" (94, 97). Amy leaves Sethe shortly
after delivering her baby, swearing that "she wouldn't be caught dead in
daylight on a busy river with a runaway" (100). Yet in spite of these rude
jibes and reminders of the white perception of Sethe, Amy Denver doesn't
rely on Sambo or Nat to understand Sethe, neither expecting childishness nor
savagery out of her, and, importantly, she doesn't use fear or cruelty as a
guide in her treatment of Sethe. When Amy comes across Sethe lying in
a wretched heap in the Kentucky backwoods, she makes loud exclamations
about Sethe's pathetic state before quickly determining to lead her to a
haphazard wooden shelter in the woods. Amy then "rearranged the leaves
for comfort" so Sethe could lie down, "knelt down and massaged the swollen
feet" which are preventing Sethe from walking, and then examined the effect
of a terrible whipping on Sethe's back, first "struck dumb" out of horror at
this distortion of flesh and then convincing Sethe that the scar looks just like
a "chokecherry tree" with a "mighty lot of branches" and "little cherry
blossoms" (96, 93). Amy scolds Sethe when her water breaks—"What you
doing that for?...I said stop it, Lu. You the dumbest thing on this here earth.
Lu! Lu!"—only to use her "strong hands" to single-handedly deliver Sethe's
baby on the banks of the Ohio (98, 99). Here are two people, "two throw-
away people.. .a slave and a barefoot white woman with unpinned hair" who,
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rather than replicate the prejudice and fear which their culture dictates
between white and blacks, deliver a baby "appropriately and well" (100).
Amy, a poor white woman who has long suffered abuse under Mr. Buddy's
roof and the grief of losing her mother, treats this exhausted, nearly brain-
dead slave with care and devotion as she would have treated her mother,
neglecting an opportunity to be, for once, the perpetrator of exploitation and
cruelty. Amy differs wildly from the carnival performers, the nephew, and
even Mr. and Mrs. Garner, because although she recognizes that she is "good
at sick things" and that Sethe and her baby owe their lives to her—"You
gonna tell her? Who brought her into this here world?"—it is an
indebtedness which has little to do with Sethe belonging to an inferior race
or Amy utilizing a rare feeling of superiority for all that it is worth (97, 100).
Across the United States, most markedly in the Southern slave
states like Kentucky, defining blackness as Otherness, specifically as
paradoxical childishness and blood-thirstiness, was a way for whites to
project their negative qualities onto an Other and thereby define themselves
as the innately superior norm. Many Americans clung to this definition of
blacks, slave or free, as a way of identifying themselves in an ego-nurturing
way, and as W.J. Cash argues, the comforting self-definition which the
existence of the slave allowed was integral to the pacifying of the large class
of poor whites, blocked out of the economic market and the political arena
by the plantation owners who they nonetheless considered their brothers,
cousins and friends. But as evident in the behavior of the white carnival
performers on Colored Thursday, one did not have to be a backwoods farmer
to see the benefits of the planter's propaganda regarding the character of
blacks, of relying on it when dangerous situations arose in which a poor
white felt economically or socially threatened by a black. Furthermore,
Beloved suggests that both kindly slaveholders and abolitionists utilized the
distinction between white as rational and civilized and black as lacking
common sense and gentility for the purpose of moral self-aggrandizement—
this ranking of the white naturally above the black in God's hierarchy of
creatures propped them up even as they outwardly protested the treatment of
slaves as animals. The exception to this rule lies in the reaction of a poor,
jobless white girl, Amy Denver, to a pregnant, fugitive slave woman being
placed^n her hands. Many in Amy's position would have turned Sethe in for
money or kept walking, refusing to worry themselves over the fate of a black
woman. The few who might have helped Sethe, like the Garners'
abolitionist friends, would have offered themselves congratulations for
treating Sethe as a human being as she deserved. Perhaps it is some
combination of Amy's inherent goodness, the loving mother who raised her,
and her sense of shared womanhood with Sethe—whatever it is, something
has obstructed the planting of the jungle in Amy Denver in spite of her
obvious immersion in the racist climate of Mr. Buddy's household. Toni
Morrison illustrates that Amy Denver is a remarkable exception to the
terrible and abusive ways which whites are stipulated to treat blacks, serving
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as a figure of hope for the dismantling of racial categories in America and
the erosion of the misunderstanding and violence which these categories
have bred and continue to breed.
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Writing Speech: LOLcats and Standardization
Brittany Brannon '12
From the time we are small, we are taught that there are only certain
forms of spelling and grammar that are appropriate for written work,
regardless of how closely those forms align with our speech. This distinction
is not an innocent one. The inability to use standard written English has
many social judgments attached to and embedded in it. This becomes
especially important when we begin to look at the representation of speech
differences in writing. The politics surrounding the representation of
nonstandard speech have roots in the standardization of written language in
England. I will begin by looking at the ways in which the philosophical and
political climate surrounding written language was influenced by this
movement. I will then examine the foundations of linguistic understanding in
America. Next, I will review an argument on the ways that the physical
presentation of a text affects its meaning. I hope to illustrate this process by
examining the use of language in the creation of the LOLcats phenomenon.
Finally, I will offer an opinion on how to navigate the politics of
representing speech differences in writing.
In chapter eleven of his book Inventing English, Seth Lerer states,
"What seems clear from their [the orthoepists'] work is that in the early-
modem period, education and standard English came to be associated" (166).
While such a statement makes strides toward laying bare the type of elitist
prejudices surrounding the use of language, both in our current time and in
the time of the orthoepists, it also serves to cover some of those prejudices at
work. By combining the terminology of current understandings of dialect in
America ("standard English") with the terminology used by the orthoepists
("education"), he elides some of the prejudices of each.
For the orthoepists, "standard English" was not, as it is today, a
dialect or form of the language that was given precedence over the other
forms. Instead it could more accurately be called proper English or correct
English. Many of the orthoepists believed in the inherent relationship
between the sounds of words and the object or concept to which the word
referred (164). The idea of a one-to-one relationship of language to
experience naturally led to the belief that there must be correct and incorrect
forms of language. In the time of the orthoepists, this often came to be
couched in terms of "purity" and "corruption" or of propriety (Lerer 159).
For most of the orthoepists, the line between correct and incorrect
language was demarcated by education. Many of them believed that "The
best English is that of the 'learned'" (Lerer 156). Alexander Gil, for
example, stated that "writing will have to conform not to the pronunciation
of plowmen, working-girls, and river-men... but to that used by learned and
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refined men...in their speech and writing" (quoted in Lerer 159). What
becomes apparent in Gil's statement is that for the orthoepists, education was
tied to class—and, therefore, proper language was based as much on class
interests as it was on the speech of the educated.
It is here that Lerer's use of the term "educated" begins to become
problematic. Today, most people in our society believe that education is
largely separate from class concerns. The American dream tells us that
anyone who works hard enough can make something of themselves, often
through education. This myth perpetuates the common lack of recognition
that one's level of education still often has more to do with socioeconomic
status than personal ability. The source of an individual's lack of education,
therefore, is often located in that person's lack of work ethic or, more often,
lack of intelligence. By continuation, a person who fails to use the language
of the educated is perceived as unintelligent.
Lerer's comment on the orthoepists can then, I believe, be broken
up into two parts. First, the orthoepists' insistence on standardization
created, in their own time, an unbreakable connection between correct or
proper language and the language of the educated elite. Second, that
association has continued into our time but has evolved into an association of
Standard English with personal intelligence. I am not trying to claim that the
orthoepists were somehow less linguistically prejudiced than we are in the
current day. I believe it is probably quite the reverse. I am, however,
attempting to separate out the terminology that Lerer is using to show the
ways that the linguistic philosophies and prejudices of the orthoepists have
continued on into our own time.
In particular, the orthoepists' preoccupation with prescriptive
language study seems to have continuing impacts on the way we perceive
language. Almost all of the orthoepists took a prescriptive perspective on
language, as might be easily inferred from the above paragraphs. If one
believes in a correct and incorrect form of language, then it almost always
follows that one will advocate for the use of the correct over the incorrect.
For the orthoepists, the study of language seems to have been an attempt to
find the proper or pure form of English and provide everyone—or perhaps
only the learned—with rules on how to use that form. They are, rather
unashamedly, prescriptive.
For those who came shortly after the orthoepists, most notably
Samuel Johnson, the choice between prescription and description did not
seem so clear. Lerer seems to want to suggest that Johnson was a
descriptivist. Lerer suggests that after rejecting the patronage of Chesterfield,
Johnson rejected as well the idea that language should be submitted to the
control of a patron (172). Thus, "Johnson attempted to find the best in
English usage of his day and, by recording it, to sanction and to stabilize it.
But.. .he rejected the formation of any institution that would legislate the
ways of language" (Lerer 173). This seems to me, however, to be a curiously
paradoxical mixture of prescription and description. By describing the "best"
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of the language, Johnson is hoping to encourage people to use it. He is
describing to prescribe. Joseph Priestly, another scholar that Lerer
characterizes as a descriptivist, also seems to be straddling this paradox. In
Lerer's words, Priestly "sought not to prescribe patterns of speech and
writing but rather to observe, record, and analyze current practice. From such
analysis, he argued, one could induce patterns of acceptable behavior" (178).
Again, Priestly seems to be describing in order to prescribe. The orthoepists'
belief in a right and wrong language, or a right and wrong way to use
language, seems to have had a strong enough cultural legacy to influence
even those who seem to have quite different ideas about language.
The migration of the standardization movement into America
follows an interesting evolution. During the era of standardization in
England, the language of America often became the negative example, the
type of speech and writing to avoid at all costs. Johnson himself considered
the "American dialect.. .a tract of corruption" that all languages should hope
to avoid, and he was not the only person to think this way (Lerer 181). The
American language was, however, from the beginning, a site of American
identity almost as powerful as the new American government (Jones 15). It
seems to me that the American celebration of a new and distinct American
language actually served two purposes. It created a site of national identity
and it defended that national identity from criticism by Englishmen like
Samuel Johnson. Unfortunately, this pressure in many ways concretized the
linguistic prejudices it inherited from Britain. The Americans had a chance,
when their own language came under attack, to move in positive and truly
democratic directions. While insisting that their language was not inferior to,
even though different from, the language of Britain, they had the opportunity
to embrace linguistic pluralism. Instead, the conflation of the American
language with American nationhood, and the impulse to defend both from
British criticism, resulted in a type of linguistic conservatism that professed
to embrace the country's democratic ideals.
Mark Twain, for example, suggested that "the American language
could no longer be dictated by a social and linguistic elite" (Jones 14). Men
like Noah Webster, meanwhile, advocated a "common language" in which
all language differences blended into a homogenous middle ground (Jones
16). The advantage of these types of rhetoric was the ability of the American
nation to boast of its language as evidence of its political beliefs—its
dedication to a classless society and its incorporation of all different types of
people. The unfortunate result of such theories, however, was the further
devaluation of dialects within the national language. Jones states, "There was
a particular resistance to - one might almost say conspiracy against - the
very existence of dialect in America" (16). This seems to be a direct result of
the conflation of American language with American identity, an association
which resulted in "the American emphasis on language as the mechanism of
political stability, and the American obsession with links between linguistic
corruption and socio-cultural disorder" (Jones 16). Thus, in America, the
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failure to use the standard dialect was seen not only as uneducated or
unintelligent; it was socially destabilizing. Linguistic difference was
equivalent to social degeneracy.
Importantly, the centrality of writing in the standardization
movement generated a spotlight-like effect. If the above outlined prejudices
against language loosen somewhat around spoken language, the relative
permanence and distributable nature of written language makes it always
subject to much more intense scrutiny and judgment. The intense debate over
proper spelling, especially, and over proper grammatical forms to a lesser
extent, placed an enormous amount of significance on written language. The
proper use of written language, rather than signaling the writer's level of
familiarity with it or level of education, came to demarcate all types of social
classifications and valuations.
In his book The Stuff of Language, E.A. Levenston talks about this
precise phenomenon. He suggests that as a result of standardization, "authors
cannot introduce any variation into the spelling of formal, nonliterary texts
anywhere in the English-speaking world" (Levenston 36). This highlights the
intense pressure on writers to use proper spelling and grammar. When
nonstandard spellings are introduced in "formal, nonliterary texts," they are
seen as errors, and if they occur often enough, they reflect poorly on the
perceived intelligence of their author. Importantly for Levenston, deviation
can be introduced, to a certain degree, in informal and literary contexts. The
type of value judgment applied to "formal, nonliterary texts," however,
cannot but spill over into the way that nonstandard spellings are used in
literary settings. The use of abbreviations, for example, is always "enough to
suggest informality" and possibly vulgarity on the part of the speaker or
writer (Levenston 37).
Levenston states, "the commonest use of deviation from
conventional spelling is to indicate deviation from conventional
pronunciation, that is, to represent dialect speech" (45). This is often
accompanied by grammatical deviation and the use of idiom (Levenston 45).
The politics surrounding the use of written language make this type of
representation far from innocent. As Levenston suggests, written dialects
often serve a comic purpose, "and some dialects.. .are conventionally
regarded as funnier than others" (47). Other times, deviant spelling or usage
is used to produce an eye dialect, or a type of speech that looks deviant but
sounds true to pronunciation. While written dialects reflect pronunciation
differences (which, as I've tried to suggest, bring with them the social
judgments generally passed on those who use the dialect, including a
comedic effect or the suggestion of ignorance), the point of eye dialect
seems to be only to suggest differences in levels of education or intelligence.
The use of deviant spellings and grammatical structures, "all stigmatized
forms, [is] sufficient to establish the narrator [or other character] as not an
educated speaker of the language" (Levenston 55). Importantly, this is also
often used to signify that the character using the eye dialect is of a lower
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social class (Levenston 56). It also separates the author from the character
using the eye dialect; the author "manages through his spelling to convey
both his own education and his judgment" of a character of lower education
or social class (Levenston 56).
The use of deviant spellings to represent true dialects and eye
dialects in writing perpetuates the prejudices that surround nonstandard
language usage. The use of these dialects for comic effect further reinforces
such prejudices. The social stigma surrounding dialect use makes the people
who use dialects the appropriate objects of a joke. By mocking and
degrading the language use of nonstandard speakers, the politics of the
representation of language differences in writing dehumanizes the speakers
of deviant language forms. LOLspeak is a fantastic example of the use of eye
dialect to entrench the inferior intelligence and nonhuman status of its
speakers.
The captioning of pictures in LOLspeak relies on a certain
combination of humanoid and animal behavior for its unique cute-comic
effect. Often, but not always, the images portray animals displaying some
type of human-like behavior. The captions use a combination of eye dialect
and grammatical deviation. Take the title of the website as a perfect
example. "I can has cheezburger" begins with the inversion of the proper
subject-verb order in the formation of a question. It then uses the incorrect
form of the verb to be, "has" instead of "have." Finally, it uses the "z"
instead of the "se" in cheezburger, substituting the proper spelling for a
phonetically correct but grammatically deviant one. The content of the
phrase is unmistakable, but the construction of it is far from standard. This
use of language, I argue, reinforces the inferiority of the animals to humans,
and conversely, the superiority of the humans to animals. It confirms the
lesser intelligence of the animals and highlights the fact that although they
aspire to be, they are not human.
One example of this phenomenon is the following image:
The dog's alert posture and situation in a chair at the dining table are meant
to resemble human behaviors. Similarly, her avowal that she has manners—
another form of human behavior, one with its own highly politicized
history—is meant to further reinforce her desire to be like a human. Her use
of language, however, marks the separation between her and the realm to
which she is supposed to aspire. The incorrect, though phonetic, spelling of
"mannerz" and the incorrect use of verb tense concretizes her unconquerable
separation from inclusion in humanity.
The following image offers another interesting example:
This image and the caption that accompany it are set up to suggest that the
cat has been offering advice to a human companion. The cat's posture is
similar to human posture used when listening to another person. Again,
however, the cat is denied full human status. Even though the content of the
caption* suggests an exchange of ideas that would mark the cat as the
human's equal, the eye dialect denies that possibility. The cat's grammar is
correct, but the rampant misspelling, that again remains almost entirely
phonetically correct, makes the caption very difficult to read. This difficulty
enforces the distance between the subject of the image, the cat, and the
viewer, thereby serving to dehumanize the cat even while granting it a sort of
humanoid status.
If the above examples have not made clear the phenomenon I am
discussing, the following image captures remarkably well the simultaneous
desire and inability of these animals to be human:
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This image captures perfectly the commentary that the LOLcats
phenomenon makes on our society's understanding of the written
representation of speech. I know that this may seem a little silly. After all,
these are animals and not people, and this website is meant to be a
lighthearted and adorable diversion. However, I truly believe that this
phenomenon offers an insight into the continuing prejudices surrounding
written language use. While on the one hand it can be seen to compare
animals to people, on the other hand it can be seen to compare people to
animals. Let me be more clear. By using eye dialects and written deviations
commonly ascribed to less educated and lower class characters, LOLspeak
equates the animals that are being captioned with those lower class
characters, emphasizing the dehumanization of both. The use of deviant
spelling and grammar to represent the speech of those who are uneducated or
lower class, or who simply speak a dialect, positions those people in relation
to users of standard language. Users of standard language are the standard
for humanity, and users of nonstandard language are seen as both aspiring to
and unable to achieve this standard, resulting in their dehumanization.
It seems, then, that we should encourage the cessation of deviant
spelling to represent true dialects and eye dialects. If it is inherently
dehumanizing, then there can be no benefit, only a great deal of harm, in
employing it. It may not, however, be that simple. Junot Diaz, a bilingual
Spanish and English author, suggests that there is value in representing
linguistic difference in writing. He believes that "the concept of translation is
crafted by a dominant culture; in practice translation is erasure" (Ch'ien
209). The failure to assert one's linguistic differences results in the
disappearance of one's cultural differences as well. As a result, Diaz writes
his works in intertwined Spanish and English, without the use of quotation
marks or italics to demarcate the two languages. For him, "unintelligibility is
an absolute bedrock component of language.. .There was never this myth of
perfect communication" (quoted in Ch'ien 201). He holds the tensions
between the different languages, and the difficulty for speakers of each to
understand the other, to be part of the artistic power of his work.
Perhaps, then, the real way to resolve the issue of representing
speech differences in writing is to go the way of Junot Diaz and embrace the
plurality of linguistic experience. Although he is dealing with two different
national languages, I think much of what he says can also be applied to
dialects within a national language. We must first, I believe, realize the
fiction of the standardized form of the language for what it is—simply a
dialect that has been granted social privilege. After that, we can embrace the
fact that linguistic difference, while occasionally inhibiting perfect
intelligibility, lends richness to our cultural experiences. Perhaps then, we
will be able to find a way to represent different language uses in writing that
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Misery and Company: Sigmund Freud's Presence in Toni
Morrison's Beloved
Jonathan Halper '14
Toni Morrison's 1987 novel, Beloved, while richly eclectic in its
subject matter and functions, puts a particular emphasis on Freudian theory
and its corollaries. Freud's concepts inform the often frighteningly primal
nature of Sethe's relationship with her children in the characteristics of the
pre-Oedipal, or the degree of connection between mother and daughter
before growth brings about independence. Additionally, repression of
memory in several of the central characters contributes to and is shown in
the organization of the novel, specifically in how it is geared toward gradual
revealing of information. In contrast, the abundance of memory in Beloved
acts as a counter-device and a segue to a wider relevance of the novel.
Allusions to and uses of psychoanalysis help ground the focus of the story in
the internal; it resists what would otherwise be a static and pedantic approach
to the issue of slavery and how it has affected both the central family and the
United States as a whole.
The way Morrison constructs the relationship between Sethe and
Beloved is enormously indicative of the pre-Oedipal behavior that Freud,
along with his students and followers, recognized in young girls. Beloved, if
she is a specter or a conjuration of the other characters individually, is stuck
in a perpetual state of infancy despite her body age of nineteen. She interacts
with Denver and Paul D, but her main aim in returning is to get back to
Sethe, and Sethe alone. At the time Beloved forsakes her sister and adopted
father in favor of her mother, she begins to drop off all extraneous traits and
degenerate completely into the model of the pre-Oedipal daughter.
Beloved first develops Freud's notion of the oral character, which
Craig Chalquist, MS, PhD defines as "forever wanting to suck, to consume,
to take in, endlessly hungry and needy;" Beloved "made demands" and
"never got enough" (283, 282). As she is young as a child can be in essence
(albeit one that can articulate herself), Morrison attributes to her Freud's first
stage of psychosexual development: oral, which precedes anal, phallic,
latent, and genital. Moreover, after Sethe continues to nourish Beloved at the
expense of her own health, the latter becomes fuller and stronger and takes
"the shape of a pregnant woman" (308). The combination of Beloved's
spontaneous, egotistical desires and her impregnation as a result of closeness
with Sethe is reflective of the innate desire to be a baby and have a baby,
certainly at that early age (Flax). This incident correlates with Paul D's
desire to impregnate Sethe, because he and Beloved both carry a similar
motive of claiming that physical connection to Sethe—reasserting the idea of
Jeanne Lampl-de Groot, a student of Freud, that girls see "their fathers as
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rivals" (Chodorow 472). While Paul D is not actually Beloved's father, he
fulfills the role.
Sethe and Beloved's inseparability at this point in the novel stems
from a role reversal, not only in Beloved's maternal quality of pregnancy,
but in mutual positions of authority: "...the thing was done: Beloved
bending over Sethe looked the mother, Sethe the teething child" (294).
Inherent in the pre-Oedipal is the same sort of thing, with the idea that
daughters under three often confuse whether they are the parent or the child
in the relationship (Flax). Though Freudian theory typically neglects to lend
the mother's sensibilities much emphasis, Sethe nevertheless perpetuates
here the sense of mutual ownership in the face of mutual existence—being
the same person—as can be seen in the back and forth declarations of
"mine" in the series of monologue chapters (236, 253). It is through the
understanding of this double bond that the reader is able to see why Sethe
would feel justified to decide the fate of her children under slavery's threat
of
return (an event which will hereafter be referred to using Stamp Paid
euphemism: the "Misery" (201)).
With Denver, Morrison opts for a less literal, more realistic
representation of the pre-Oedipal. Denver has nearly as difficult a time
establishing her own identity separate from her mother's because she has had
barely more contact with the outside world than Beloved. Confined to 124,
shunned by a community that her mother liberally shuns back, the eighteen-
year-old is as isolated as the one-year-old that was abandoned on the other
side for so long. Morrison emphasizes this isolation by presenting something
as simple as stepping off a porch as an enormous task for Denver, one that
acts as a crucial turning point in her character development.
Cut off from influences that would otherwise help define her as a
separate human being, Denver's superego is stunted, leaving the id
underneath less constrained than it might have been. While Beloved has no
superego or ego (having no sense of self whatsoever), Denver simply suffers
from a deprivation of Freud's normal conditions of identity creation. The
mother dominates, and the father is absent. She wishes for Halle to come
home so he can protect her from a potential repeat of the Misery. This is
presumably underscored by a desire to have access to a penis with which she
feels some connection and that she can be sure will provide her with power
to face her underlying fear of Sethe. Paul D comes instead, but she
recognizes that "he didn't come for [her]; he wanted [her] mother" (245).
Because Paul D is not necessarily on her side, his presence does not give her
the power she craves.
The presence of the pre-Oedipal creates a context in which
Morrison can firmly set her portrayal of slavery, but it is the unconscious
mind, where the pre-Oedipal resides, that drives home the extent of slavery's
scars. Denver's dream of her mother decapitating her then braiding her hair
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condenses the back story and Denver's fear of her mother in the way that
Freud claims
dreams do. A Freudian analysis of the dream content gives rise to the dream
thought of symbolic castration followed by an ironic reinforcement of the
bond between mother and daughter. Denver experiences a transference of the
emotional dilemma that plagued her mother at the time of the Misery. The
recurrence of the dream, moreover, exemplifies the expression of the
unconscious through repetition, an act the underlying id takes to skate
around the restricting standards forced upon it by the superego (Freud,
"Beyond the Pleasure Principle"). However, because Denver's superego has,
as has been stated, not been shaped by normal societal conditions, it has been
unable to eradicate the literal knowledge of her near-death experience from
the conscious mind.
It is telling that when Morrison first introduces Denver, the
eighteen-year-old absolutely makes it clear that she is not interested in any
part of her mother's history other than her own birth: "the part of the story
she like[s] best" (36). At first, this expressed exclusion seems to demonstrate
a childish egotism and desire for a narrative centered on her, characterizing
her as self-absorbed and isolated. While the progression of the novel more or
less affirms these two traits, it eventually becomes clear that they are the
inevitable result of Sethe's overprotection and Denver's natural inclination
to avoid thinking about the Misery. This small example of centrism, narrow
vision, and aversion to the worst parts of her history is strangely parallel to
the American treatment of the institution of slavery.
The author extends the practice of repression out to include most of
the main characters. Paul D and Sethe, who have actual painful memories (as
opposed to Denver, who only deals with stories), possess more active and
refined measures of "keeping the past at bay" (51). Paul D's "tobacco tin" is
perhaps the most direct image Morrison provides of this determined
avoidance (86, 137-8, 258, 260). The tobacco tin is emblematic of the
"higher strata and systems of the mind" that "carr[y] out repression" (Freud,
"Pleasure Principle" 434). It is only after Beloved coaxes it open and Paul D
goes to live in the church, after the repression fails, that its
"contents...float freely" and "plague" him (258, 260). The plain and
transparent way the tobacco tin is presented belies the unconsciousness of
the resistance to awareness it represents, but it is all in the interest of
exposing Paul D's defense mechanisms to everything he lists in his head at
the end of part two, everything that was doubtless locked inside the tin to
begin with. Even spontaneously, in response to new developments, Paul D
takes automatic action to avoid comprehending the truth. In a fit of stubborn
insistence, he holds that the woman in the newspaper clipping Stamp Paid
shows him cannot be Sethe solely because her mouth does not look like it
does in the photograph (181). Even though he allows that there are
similarities in every other aspect of the face, he stands firm on that one point.
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Paul D's denial through attempted rationalization is one of several
steps in the process of setting up the disruption that the revelation of the
Misery, as the central event in the novel, causes. Placing this particular
denial widely throughout a chapter acts as part of a pacing strategy. Before
the narrator or the characters can properly discuss the Misery, they must
overcome the obstacles that prevent them from even addressing it. Morrison
mirrors this gradual struggle in her suspenseful introduction to the story-
defining event. As though it is itself a memory embedded in the unconscious,
the event travels previously unutilized avenues of telling.
Fresh from the optimistic image of a united Paul D and Sethe in
Sethe's bed, the book shifts its perspective to Baby Suggs, whom it never
before visited. In the face of Sethe's and Paul D's stubborn contentment, it is
as though the narration is forced to deviate to other sources to deliver the
necessary information. After that, the reader meets with the four white
men—an even more unfamiliar perspective, but one that is necessarily first-
hand of the event in question. With this viewpoint, Morrison establishes a
crucial paradox in the reader's relation to the Misery. She shows the scene
directly, but she simultaneously distances it using the relative lack of
emotional investment shared by schoolteacher and his companions. One of
Paul D's chapters then follows,
making for a reaction opposite of the last: Paul D, of the principal characters,
is the only one who was not at the scene of the murder, yet it impacts him far
more than the impassive white men, who mourned only the loss of perfectly
good working hands.
These final four chapters of part two culminate in Sethe's
explanation of and justification for the Misery. Morrison hints throughout
the novel that Sethe has inside her some sort of wall she must breach, a
"point beyond which she [will] not go;" and it is clear that even now, with
Paul D confronting her and demanding an answer, she will not break this
barrier to her unconscious easily (45). Morrison begins the chapter with
dialogue—something she does only twice—briefly removing Morrison's
presence as a narrator and lessening the visible control in the writing for the
sake of the transition. Sethe's emphasis of irrelevant details is the final
defense against actually having to revisit her heinous act; details spoken
freely and carelessly while she keeps "spinning" as though "circling the
subject" (189). Although Sethe seems to be fully aware of the Misery by this
point, she still takes deliberate action to avoid mentioning it directly,
sustaining the suspense a little longer. The payoff then comes not in what the
Misery was (which is clear as early as the schoolteacher chapter), but why
Sethe did it. She did it because she wanted to save them from slavery. It was
the institution of slavery that caused the act. It dehumanized Sethe enough to
make her direct her maternal instincts in such a perverse way, and it drove
her to shut out the experience.
With so many of the characters displaying symptoms of repression,
it is interesting to note that Beloved often fulfills the opposite function, as a
device of memory. She recalls them from Paul D when she busts open his
tobacco tin. She is a source of them for Sethe, an antithesis to her mother's
repression; because she is a storage place for memory, Sethe can say:
"Thank God I don't have to rememory or say a thing because you know it"
(226). Even independently, she is a wealth of recollections from a distant and
extensive past; she remembers experiences on
a slave ship, which have only the slightest correlation to Beloved's (as
Sethe's daughter) specific circumstances. Though Beloved in her physical
body epitomizes the pre-Oedipal, she as something "more"—otherworldly,
spiritual, whichever—is made less human, in Freudian terms, by her
complete access to memory (314). Without repression, her id is utterly
unlimited, and she is reduced to pure consciousness.
Beloved's "largeness" as compared to the scope of other characters
allows her to broaden the novel to fit her scale of relevance. Her
expansiveness and ambiguity together are the main elements that raise the
book to heights of national proportions. Her vast memory becomes
synonymous with the American experience, as do others' memories of her.
For the people who witnessed her to have "forgotften] her like a bad
dream... made up their tales, shaped and decorated them" is typical of the
way history is treated in the public eye (323). National history, often told in
the form of a narrative with good guys, bad guys, and neat and tidy endings,
is partially fueled by a repression of the ugliest and messiest parts of that
history. Much like the practical reason for repressed sexual desires or
traumatic experiences, the constructed narrative is favored over the multi-
faceted picture of history because it is easier to live with the defense
mechanisms in place, with the hard truth tucked away. Morrison strives in
her relentless scrutiny of the human psyche to undermine this approach to
our past in favor of one that is all-inclusive. Whether this change is possible
is dependent on our, as patients, "sense of conviction" to achieve
"therapeutic success," and on the taming of our patriotic ego (Freud,
"Beyond the Pleasure Principle" 434).
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Locating Identity in the Works of Toni Morrison
Maighdlin Reagan '72
Ghosts have been appearing in literature for centuries; from the
recently deceased king in Shakespeare's Hamlet to the haunting Cathy from
Emily Bronte's Wuthering Heights and the specters populating the quick-
selling paranormal romances of the twenty-first century, they arrive in a
variety of forms to fulfill a variety of functions. Ghosts exist both to frighten
and to titillate, seek closure and revenge, to behave as a foil to the characters
of the story or to act as characters themselves. And American literature is not
without its own brand of the ghost story: some of the earliest American
writers, such as Washington Irving and Nathaniel Hawthorne, wrote stories
that contain, if not the overt wailing of a ghost on the moors, at least subtle
hints of the supernatural. Toni Morrison, though her novels require much
more unpacking than the average short story, is not immune to the effects the
ghost story has had on the American literary tradition. Ghosts appear in
many of her novels, sometimes just as a suggestion, sometimes as full-blown
characters. Although they fulfill myriad roles, the ghost functions to bring
the past firmly into the present, without fully becoming a part of this present
itself. This paper will look at three Morrison novels in which ghosts play
some sort of role: Song of Solomon, Beloved, and Love. It will begin, first, by
defining the ghost, as it is used in Morrison's novel: why it appears when it
does, and what it achieves. It will then move to looking at those the ghost
haunts, and how the ghost works as an agent of memory and identity. Who
the ghost chooses—or is compelled—to haunt is often an important part of
the narrative, and often characters struggle both with their own identity and
that of the ghost. Song of Solomon, which contains no distinct ghost, will
focus mainly on the haunted, while Love, narrated by a ghost, will look at the
implications of death on memory. Beloved, which contains both vague and
clearly defined ghosts, will draw everything else together and provide the
main locus for the argument. Finally, the paper will look at how Morrison
uses language to construct the ghost, and the ghost's fascination with and
placement within stories. Ultimately, Morrison's ghosts appear in the present
in times of confusion and trauma, engendering a need for truth and identity
in the characters they haunt.
Who's There?: Defining Ghostliness
The ghost is a creature that resists easy definition; whether it is seen
or not seen, reliable or biased, a memory, an imprint, or a fully-fledged
person is a matter of some debate, and often depends on the circumstances
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and the story. But regardless of the circumstances, the ghost is always a
being that has died and returned, and because of this, it carries with it a sense
of Otherness. Though it may once have been human, the ghost is now
something more or different, and its close relationship to death is unsettling.
Though not quite as monstrous as other beings with such a nearness to
death—the vampire, for example—the ghost, by nature, is unnatural, and so
creates unease.
Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, an English professor at George Washington
University, is the editor of Monster Theory: Reading Culture. In the
introduction to this collection of essays, Cohen proposes "a method of
reading cultures from the monsters they engender" (3), or a close look at the
different and the dangerous in literature, and what this means for a society.
He breaks down his argument into seven main theses: that the monster
reveals truths about a culture, that it always escapes, that it cannot be easily
categorized, that it is feared because it is different, that it warns against
certain types of exploration, that the monster is really feared by those who
desire to become it, and that understanding the monster is a gateway to
change. These first few theses provide the grounds to understanding the
monster as something outside the borders of a typical society, "best
understood as an embodiment of difference, a breaker of category, and a
resistant Other known only through process and movement, never through
dissection-table analysis" (x). By this definition, when looking at Gothic
novels such as Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and Bram Stoker's Dracula, the
monster is easy to find and interpret. However, the rest of Cohen's theses
throw a wrench into this, as he begins to argue that the true fascination with
the monster, and the true power that the monster has, comes from the fact
that fear and desire go hand in hand, and that the monster is not just
revealing cultural anxieties, it is reflecting them and the darkness that resides
in those who fear it.1
The ghosts in Morrison's novel are not full-fledged monsters, but
they do fulfill many of Cohen's theses. They stand on the outskirts of a
society, and are, as he suggests, best defined through the way they affect this
society than any characteristics they possess. More broadly, Cohen says that
"The monster is difference made flesh, come to dwell among us. In its
function as dialectical Other or third-term supplement, the monster is an
incorporation of the Outside, the Beyond—of all those loci that are
rhetorically placed as distant but originate Within" (7). The monster, he says,
is born from within a certain culture but moves outside it, it is created from
within the majority but stands alone. Song of Solomon is the first of
Morrison's novels to allude to this. Although it contains no direct reference
to the ghost, "Song" deals overtly with a closely-knit society and people who
exist just outside the boundaries of that society. And more often than not,
these people are given ghostlike qualities, and actually function as ghosts to
main character Milkman. The first, Hagar, is a former lover of Milkman's,
who remains loyal to—and single-mindedly fixated upon—Milkman even
49
after he has scorned her. Eventually she dies from the heartbreak, but before
that "She moved around the house, onto the porch, down the streets, to the
fruit stalls and the butchershop, like a restless ghost, finding peace nowhere
and in nothing" (127). Hagar's death was due, in part, to the fact that, near
the end of her life, she lived with one foot in the grave; she behaved as a
ghost before she actually became one. And this realization of what Hagar has
become as well as his role in her transformation, while it does not redeem
Milkman, causes him increased interest in the world around him as well as in
his own past.
Love takes the road opposite to that of Song of Solomon', in this later
novel, the dead do not seem to realize they're dead, or at least do not truly
stay that way. The relationships of members of a coastal town, primarily
between women, all stem from memories of a dead man. Bill Cosey's
absence is startlingly present throughout the book, and his influence is so
powerful that, even dead, he, like Milkman, makes ghosts out of the women
who loved him. He is described as royalty; L, the narrator—also dead,
although the reader does not initially know this—is priestly, and all the rest
"were court personnel fighting for the prince's smile" (37). According to L,
Cosey's daughter-in-law May especially lived to please him, and so
manipulated other women in his life. L says of May, "Before her real death
she was already a minstrel-show spook, floating through the rooms, flapping
over the grounds, hiding behind doors until it was safe... Yet she might rest
easy now.. .Her ghost, though, helmeted and bolstered, was alive and gaining
strength" (82). Like Hagar, May took on ghostly aspects before her physical
death. She, however, became a very different kind of ghost after her death
than Hagar, avenging instead of wistful. This was, in part, due to her
preoccupation with death. L tells her she is always thinking about death, and
May responds no, that '"Death is always thinking about me.' She didn't
know squat about it. She thought death was going to heaven or hell. It never
occurred to her it might just be more of the same. You could do anything you
wanted except you're doing it all by yourself (135). To these ghosts of
Love, death itself seems all but insignificant. Their ghostliness is defined
more by their behavior around their time of death than by the death itself. In
relation to Cohen's theory of monstrosity, both May and L were part of
Cosey's society, but since his death and theirs, have become outsiders, and
so define and enhance that society without any longer being a part of it.
Cohen's sixth thesis states, "Fear of the Monster is Really a Kind of
Desire." In it, he explores the attraction of the monster, saying that "the same
creatures who terrify and interdict can evoke potent escapist fantasies; the
linking of monstrosity with the forbidden makes the monster all the more
appealing as a temporary egress from constraint" (17). And it is here, as well
as among Cohen's earlier points, that Beloved finds footing. Beloved has,
perhaps, the most explicit use of ghosts out of Morrison's body of work—
titular character Beloved is a girl who may or may not be a ghost that has
become corporeal. Whether or not she truly is the ghostly reincarnation of
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main character Seine's dead daughter is debatable, but her function as a
ghost in the novel is clear. Cohen says that the monster is attractive because
we see ourselves in it, as well as certain repressed desires, and the other
characters in Beloved begin to define themselves by this spectral new
addition to their family. Before she becomes corporeal, Beloved exists as the
spirit of a baby, living in a house with her mother, Sethe, and sister, Denver,
behaving as a poltergeist would. After a lifetime of such encounters and self-
conduced seances, Denver muses that '"For a baby she throws a powerful
spell,'" to which Sethe replies, 'No more powerful than the way I loved
her'" (5). And each woman explains the ghost as best she knows how; to
Sethe, the baby is "Not evil, just sad" (10) whereas Denver sees her as "Not
evil. But not sad either.. .Rebuked. Lonely and rebuked" (16). But these
claims reveal more about the women speaking them than they do about the
ghost—it is Sethe who is sad and Denver who is lonely. Because when
Beloved finally appears, when she speaks, she desires, primarily, acceptance
and history. Her chief complaint is that "there is no one to want me to
say my name" (252).
But naming the ghost is a task more easily said than completed. In
an article on trauma and ghosts on Beloved and William Faulkner's Absalom,
Absalom!, Peter Ramos claims that in literature, "The ghost introduces the
important element of distance—from some unspeakable event and from the
other characters in the novels" (Ramos). As Morrison says of Beloved in the
epilogue of the novel, "They can touch it if they like, but they don't, because
things will never be the same again if they do" (323). Although Sethe and
Denver both yearn to know Beloved, she is inherently untouchable because
of her role as a ghost. However much she may want to be understood,
Beloved defies understanding because their world is no longer hers. Her
purpose is not to be Sethe's prodigal daughter, but to bring Sethe's troubled
past once more to life. As Ramos asserts, "Whether Beloved is or isn't
Sethe's child returned from the grave matters less than her ability to signify
what haunts the characters in the novel.. .The ambiguity of Beloved's
identity also serves to strengthen her illuminating clarity as the
speaker/revealer/judge of a history too traumatic to account for otherwise."
And so Beloved's main function, as with Morrison's other ghosts, is not
personal but cultural. She may feel, she may desire, but she is not, in the end,
as human as those she brings again into the past.
The Haunted: Trauma and Memory
The ghostly figure, especially of Morrison's making, resists naming
not only because of its distance from the living but because naming it is an
attempt to bring into the present something that is, by nature, a thing of the
past. And the primary reason that characters in Morrison's novels struggle to
pin down the ghost is because they, for whatever reason, resist looking back,
and so resist identifying themselves. The ghost, in this way, acts as a foil;
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until the living characters can accept the deep-seated, often traumatic
memories of their past, they cannot accept their own identities. Sethe's
memories from Beloved are certainly traumatic, but preoccupation and fear
with things behind is prevalent throughout other Morrison novels as well.
For Song of Solomon'?, Milkman, the past is frequently of more
interest than the future, although it takes ghosts to make him realize the
importance of both. From the day he is born, the people of his town believe
him to be "deep," and say that he should have been made to drink a tea made
from his own umbilical cord, because '"If you don't he'll see ghosts.' 'You
believe that?' 'I don't, but that's what the old people say'" (10). At some
point in his childhood, Milkman realizes that he has developed a fixation,
and that "It was becoming a habit, this concentration on things behind him.
Almost as though there was no future to be had" (35). And indeed, the
fixation on things past and his almost complete obliviousness to the future
dogs Milkman for most of his life. And he does, as the villagers say, see
ghosts, although perhaps not in the way they meant it—Hagar is one, his
ancestor Shalimar another. And Milkman is told, by Freddy, a man in his
town, that Freddy's mother was killed by ghosts. Sensing Milkman's doubt,
Freddy tells him, "You better believe, boy. They're here" (109). It is the first
warning Milkman has, to his knowledge, of ghosts, and although he seems
skeptical at first, more ghosts do come into play throughout his life.
Eventually, combating loneliness and a pointless life, Milkman travels south
in order to, for the first time, seek a form of connection with his family,
albeit with the part of his family long dead. But this journey does propel him
into a deeper exploration of his history, and the ghosts in his life, in the
simplest way, have done their job.
Song of Solomon deals with ghosts that force an individual to face
the history of his family or community; Love, in turn, faces the history of the
individual. Early in her narration, L returns to the idea of monsters, saying
"Each story has a monster in it who made them tough instead of brave, so
they open their legs rather than their hearts, where that folded child is
tucked" (4-5). Love dives somewhat more deeply into the lasting effect of
traumatic memories and their ability to haunt. The story, at its heart, deals
with two women, friends when they were young, exposed to sexuality and
other adult things far too early by Cosey—the grandfather of one, the
husband of the other. The effects from these early encounters both destroy
their friendship and stay with them long until they are nearing the end of
their lives. Cosey himself dies, but even this does not free them. His ghost,
far less visible than L's or even May's, continues to linger. Christine,
Cosey's granddaughter, speaks of the man who married her childhood friend
when they were only twelve, and mentions only briefly the devastating
psychological effects this must have had: '"It does something to the mind,
marrying before your first period. She needs professional help, don't you
think?' Christine blew on her rings. 'There's virgins and then there's
children'" (132). And even though the family and the society in which they
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live forgives Cosey everything, "even to the point of blaming a child for a
grown man's interest in her," (147) Christine still manages to use his death
to make peace with the fact that she, too, has a troubled history because of
him. "He was dead," she realizes. "The dirty one who introduced her to nasty
and blamed it on her. He was dead. The powerful one who abandoned his
own kin and transferred rule to her playmate. He was dead. Well, good. She
would go and view the wreck he left behind" (165). The memories she has
are as powerful as any ghost, and it is Cosey's death, and so his ghost, that
allow her to finally revisit these memories, and eventually forge some sort of
forgiveness.
But it is Beloved again that fully delves into both the personal and
historical implications of the past that a ghost brings to the surface. Beloved,
as Sethe's daughter, is dead because of Sethe herself—because, when faced
with a return to slavery, Sethe chose to kill her daughter instead of taking her
back into that life. And while this is, for Sethe, a painful, painful personal
memory, it goes further back than that. According to Ramos:
Sethe's decision to murder her own child, as well as the ghost such
an act engenders, both reflect the larger, more encompassing
tragedy of slavery — its practices, consequences, and unfinished
history. That Sethe feels compelled to perform such an act in the
apparently free state of Ohio reminds us of just how encompassing
the institution and its attendant policies, including the Fugitive
Slave Act, actually were.
The memory, though Sethe's, is not Sethe's alone, and Beloved is vastly
more than just her daughter. At the start of the novel, Sethe has "worked
hard to remember as close to nothing as was safe" (6). And this is due to the
fact that, not only are her memories of slavery too painful to look at closely,
but also, as her former fellow slave Paul D points out, "For a used-to-be
slave woman to love anything that much was dangerous...The best thing, he
knew, was to love just a little bit; everything, just a little bit, so when they
broke its back, or shoved it in a croaker sack, well, maybe you'd have a little
love left over for the next one" (54). Sethe has grown to define herself by her
children, her "best thing," instead of her experiences, and her trouble is that
when Beloved comes and brings those memories with her, Sethe still resists.
She believes Beloved is a gift, says "I couldn't lay down nowhere in peace
back then. Now I can. I can sleep like the drowned, have mercy. She come
back to me, my daughter, and she is mine" (241). Sethe resists the truth of
what Beloved is, and tries instead to possess her. And Beloved possesses in
turn; as Denver observes, "It was as though Sethe didn't really want
forgiveness given; she wanted it refused. And Beloved helped her out"
(297). And so the relationship becomes parasitic, contained to the house. It is
not until Sethe is literally forced to relive—or so she believes—the day she
killed Beloved, this time changing the way the story ends, that she is able to
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work, slowly, towards recovery. It does, however, take her some time to let
go of Beloved—the ending hints that it is possible, but not that she has
achieved it when Paul D tells her, "Me and you, we got more yesterday than
anybody. We need some kind of tomorrow" (322). And it is this marriage of
past and future that allow Sethe to begin to find herself in the present.
But Beloved is far more than just a vehicle for Sethe's past; in some
ways, she represents the history of slavery as a whole. She has the memories
not only of Sethe's daughter, but of what seem to be a Middle Passage
voyage. She references repeatedly "Ghosts without skin" and "a hot thing,"
and the meanings of these phrases are hinted at, but ultimately unclear. They
tease the reader, play in partially to some of the stories of her past and her
ancestors past that Sethe has spoken of before, but in the end seem to relate
to no one person's memories. In a way, it is further evidence of Beloved's
ghostliness; as though, from the other side, she has developed memories of
the collective, and brought them back into the world to join with Sethe's.
Her Separate Parts: Literary Construction of the Ghost
Throughout Morrison's novels, when dealing with ghosts, the
writing becomes less clear, more muddled, almost as though something is
being lost in translation. As readers, we find ourselves wondering if our
narrator is reliable, if the story being told is wholly real. Ghosts warp time;
Song of Solomon is relatively straightforward, but both Beloved and Love
jump around in time so a character who is dead on one page is alive again in
the next. The end of "Song" is perhaps one of the least clear moments in the
book: Milkman maybe flies, maybe falls towards a former friend who is now
trying to kill him, and "it did not matter which one of them would give up
his ghost in the killing arms of his brother" (337). This leaves the reader
questioning not only exactly what has happened but, literally, wondering
what it means to "give up a ghost." Is it Milkman's life? His newly
discovered history? Or something else entirely?
In Love, it is L's function as a narrator that is most called into play
by her ghostliness. The way the novel is organized, the reader is not told that
L is the narrator until halfway through the book, and not told that she has
been dqad for years until near the end. As a literary device, this requires the
reader to look again at the whole book that has come before, to see if she is
still trustworthy. We are told by other characters that "Nothing L ever said
was idle," (98), which lends credence to her as a storyteller, but at other
times, she does not even seem to realize she is dead. "Children," she says at
one point, "who have a world of time to waste, treat me like I'm dead and
don't ask about me anymore" (65). L reveals secrets, and with no one left to
hurt, there is no reason that she would lie. But her absentmindedness, little
inconsistencies, and the fact that she is, in fact, speaking from beyond the
grave, lend the smallest bit of doubt to her story, casting an entirely different
tone upon the book itself.
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In Beloved, through Beloved, Morrison targets storytelling overtly.
According to Ramos, "The ghost—often angry, selfish, demanding justice—
comes to the people who were forbidden stories, whose stories were so often
erased and/or violently taken from them...The dead make the demands there,
since so many of the living have not yet, themselves, been able to afford
such demands." And Beloved does repeatedly ask Sethe questions, does
force her to look back in time. Sethe discovers "the profound satisfaction
Beloved got from storytelling . It amazed Sethe (as much as it pleased
Beloved) because every mention of her past life hurt. Everything in it was
painful or lost" (69). But as Sethe has learned before, "Anything coming
back to life hurts" (35) and so, in a way, the stories of the past that Beloved
draws out of her also heal. But when Beloved herself is speaking, the style of
the writing changes. Her ghostliness, her Otherness, is demonstrated by a
more stream-of-consciousness style of writing, and bizarre emotions.
Beloved is uneasily aware that she herself is falling apart: "It is difficult
keeping her head on her neck, her legs attached to her hips when she is by
herself. Among the things she could not remember was when she first knew
that she could wake up any day and find herself in pieces. She had two
dreams: exploding and being swallowed" (157). In the few moments of
insight we have into Beloved, she seems to recognize herself as being not
fully human, and temporary. She has to concentrate on keeping her body
together, and in the end, she is "Disremembered," which perhaps means both
literally erased from memory and dismembered, dissolved. Furthermore,
Ramos continues, ghosts, as much as they bring the past into the present, are
not fully capable of ending a story—they merely try. And the epilogue of
Beloved, told vaguely from Beloved's point of view, is much more muddled
than even the end of Song of Solomon. We are repeatedly told that "this is
not a story to pass on," but whether that means pass over or retell is unclear.
And as for Beloved herself:
Everybody knew what she was called, but nobody anywhere knew
her name. Disremembered and unaccounted for, she cannot be lost
because no one is looking for her, and even if they were, how can
they call if they don't know her name? Although she has claim, she
is not claimed. In the place where long grass opens, the girl who
waited to be loved and cry shame erupts into her separate parts, to
make it easy for the chewing laughter to swallow her all away
(323).
Her ending as unexplained as her beginning, Beloved-the-ghost both
disappears and lingers, is both erased from memory and hovers on the edges
of the consciousness of those who knew her. And linguistically, her ending,
the epilogue, is so haunting that, even not understood, it stays with the reader
long after the book is closed.
Conclusion
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As a literary device, the ghost works to bring memory into the
foreground of a story, to tie past and identity together, and to allow live
characters to deal with their traumatic pasts. The ghost is feared both
because the memories it summons are usually painful, albeit necessary, and
because it forces people to come unflinchingly face-to-face with themselves.
Individually and historically, the ghost is powerful when it comes to
confronting the past. It can appear allOknowing; it pulls from the individual's
past and from a collective history, and guides people toward some new
understanding.
As a character, however, the ghost is tragic. An agent of change that
is itself unable to change, the ghosts exists in a world that often cannot see it
and does not accept it, a world it once belonged to and resists motion away
from. It is an unnatural being, too close to death for comfort, as monstrous as
it is human. And as much as the ghost is a thing of the past, it is incapable of
a future, or even of ending. And so the characters of Morrison's books deal
with their ghosts, face what they need to face, and ultimately, move on. The
ghost itself lingers still.
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